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ABSTRACT 

SYLVIA GONZALEZ 

ETHICS, AMBIGUITY, AND THE EXISTENTIAL NOVEL; 
A STUDY OF SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR’S WORKS OF FICTION 

MAY 2015 

 This thesis analyzes five novels of the existentialist French author Simone de 

Beauvoir. It seeks to challenge the arguments presented by many scholars, which regard 

Simone de Beauvoir’s work as subordinate to and dependent on Jean Paul Sartre’s work. 

Secondly, too many see her only as a feminist philosopher and little more. Through the 

study of Simone de Beauvoir’s works of fiction, this thesis demonstrates that Beauvoir 

goes beyond both Sartre’s work and feminism. Through settings, characters, and plots, 

inspired by Beauvoir’s reading of G.W.F. Hegel as interpreted by Alexandre Kojève, 

these works of fiction illuminate key concepts in her philosophic essays, particularly her 

Ethics of Ambiguity. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: POLITICAL THEORY IN ARTISTIC LITERATURE  

The appreciation of any form of art requires attention and the kind of thought that delves 

deeper than saying something is aesthetically beautiful. Art is often put on the backburner 

by logical thinkers and frequently by our world leaders. It is not seen as crucial to our 

progress domestically or in the global community so it suffers a kind of neglect that is not 

always intended let alone perceived. Artists serve a purpose just as any person does; 

however, within that purpose is an underlying penumbra of motives. Looking only at the 

surface of what an artist does as it relates to the rest of mankind, his or her purpose is to 

provoke thought, action, or emotion. If we delve deeper into artistic works, however, we 

often begin to see that the artist is delivering a message through his or her respective 

medium. One is reminded of the works of Vaclav Havel, Elif Safak, Orhan Pamuk, and 

Simone de Beauvoir. Each writer attempts to invoke action or at least bring awareness to 

the issues they are facing in their respective times and places. E. A. Cross says that in 

contrast to music, which appeals to our emotions, “literature appeals to both thought and 

feeling.”1 One’s emotions can be altered by a work but the piece also has the ability to 

incite a deeper thought process in relation to the theme behind it. He goes further and 

adds a qualifier to the artistic aspect of literature; for it to be art, literature must have an 

                                                        
1 Cross, E. A. (1944). Appreciating Literature as an Art. The English Journal , 465-474. 
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“emotional appeal.”2  Literary artists can be political advocates or dissidents, they 

can bring awareness to a cultural issue, they can relay a historical event in a sense the 

general public can understand and appreciate, and they can give us insight into their 

philosophy through their works. An analytical read of Simone de Beauvoir’s works of 

fiction can tell the scholar of theory and the scholar of women’s studies just as much, if 

not more, about the French intellectual’s ethics and treatment of women as the other than 

her philosophical essays.  

 Philosophers in the existentialist movement or school of thought were no 

strangers to the use of the novel as a means to an end. Søren Kierkegaard, for example, is 

often referred to as the father of existential thought and for our purposes we are going to 

begin our discussion of literary work from the existential perspective with him. His work, 

Either/Or, introduces us to the duality of aesthetic and ethical modes or approaches to 

life.3 Also, Friedrich Nietzsche regarded Thus Spoke Zarathustra as one of his most 

significant works; we are introduced to Zarathustra a sage like individual through which 

Nietzsche upsets Judeo-Christian thought. In the work Nietzsche also posits the 

Übermensch as a counter to the denigrating human condition.4 Jean Paul Sartre’s Nausea 

is one of his earliest works and in it Sartre is contemplating existence, the experience of 

existing (enter phenomenology) and we are introduced to the gaze of the Other.5 Sartre 

                                                        
2 Ibid.  
3 Kierkegaard, S. (1992). Either/Or, A Fragment of Life. New York: Penguin Books. 
4 Nietzsche, F. (1954). Thus Spoke Zarathustra, A Book for None and All. New York: 
Penguin Books. 
5 Sartre, J.-P. (1959). Nausea. New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation. 



 

3 
 

was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in1964 but he famously refused to accept it, as 

he did other honors. As stated in a press release, he believed a writer's accepting such an 

honor would be to associate his personal commitments with the awarding institution, and 

that, above all, a writer should not allow himself to be turned into an institution.6 An 

analysis of Beauvoir’s works of fiction serves as a vehicle for understanding her ethics. 

Methodologically, the analysis will focus on her works of fiction and how she uses 

setting, characterization, symbolism, and plot to illustrate this key concept. 

Simone de Beauvoir was an existentialist philosopher whose work often had 

phenomenological undertones. Often thought of as an aside or footnote to Sartre’s work, 

Beauvoir proves to be a philosopher in her own right through her Ethics of Ambiguity and 

several essays like “Must we Burn Sade?” and Pyrrhus and Cinéas. Published in 1944, 

Pyrrhus and Cinéas was Beauvoir’s earliest philosophic piece. In it she begins to explore 

what is ethical and what is not as it, ethics, relates to political questions or projects and 

relationships. We also see a shift in thought as the first portion of the essay transitions 

from the ontological truth to the existential questions. We move from being aware of our 

finite freedom to asking what we do with our freedom and how we use or live with this 

freedom. It is in the second part of the essay that Beauvoir explores our freedom in 

relation to the other. If the other has the same inner subjective freedom we do, we can 

never directly touch or influence another’s freedom.7 In the Ethics of Ambiguity, 

                                                        
6 ("Nobel Prize in Literature 1964 - Press Release", 1964) 
7 De Beauvoir, S. (2004). Pyrrhus and Cinéas. In S. d. Beauvoir, & M. A. Simons (Ed.), 
Philosophical Writings: Beauvoir Series (pp. 77-150). University of Illinois Press. 
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Beauvoir revisits her concept of untouchable freedom. She drops the distinction between 

the inner and outer freedom and instead relies on a distinctive understanding of 

consciousness as an intentional activity. Beauvoir now considers the idea that one can be 

alienated from his or her freedom and we will see a reflection of this in her earlier work 

She Came to Stay.8  Beauvoir takes us further in The Ethics of Ambiguity as she discusses 

the responsibility of the artist through her example of the writer discussing the horrors of 

children working in sweatshops.9 In “Must we Burn Sade?”  Beauvoir probes the 

responsibility of the artist through Sade. Through him she explores the power of a person 

to create a meaning for freedom and an ethics. In the end we find that Sade failed to 

reveal the world to us as an author.10 

Simone de Beauvoir continues to explore her philosophical questions through her 

works of fiction and it is interesting to see a shift in her ideas. This thesis will analyze her 

more famous novels: When Things of the Spirit Come First, She Came to Stay, The Blood 

of Others, The Mandarins, All Men are Mortal. Having said this, one must also recognize 

that she wrote two other works of fiction which are less commonly known and even less 

accessible in English.11  In She Came to Stay, we are rejoined with Beauvoir’s recurring 

theme of the other. Through the three main characters, Françoise, Pierre, and Xavière we 

                                                        
8 De Beauvoir, S. (1948). The Ethics of Ambiguity. New York: Kensington Publishing 
Corp. 
9 Ibid., 76.  
10 De Beauvoir, S. (2012). Must We Burn Sade? In S. De Beaouvoir, & M. A. Simons 
(Ed.), Political Writings: Beauvoir Series (pp. 37-102). University of Illinois Press. 
11 Beauvoir also wrote: When Things of the Spirit Come First (1982), A Woman 
Destroyed, and Belles Images. 
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are introduced to the vulnerability of our freedom as it relates to the other. Desire is also a 

prevalent element in this work because the threat Françoise feels as she believes Xavière 

will take Pierre from her pushes her to confront her separateness (after accepting that she 

and Pierre were not one) and announces her freedom. We come to see that Françoise 

often felt herself alienated from the rest and from her freedom; this is especially true in 

her desperate attempt to find resolve before falling ill.12 The novel culminates with her 

murder of Xavière and we are left to contemplate whether Beauvoir’s opening with a 

quote from Hegel signals that she is reverting back to Hegelian thought or if she is 

deliberately contrasting Hegel’s death of a conscience with the death of a specific other. 

Beauvoir leaves open the discussion of ambiguity regarding the finitude and duties of our 

freedom, the legitimacy of violence as it relates to the question of ethics, the tension 

between our experiences of ourselves as simultaneously solitary and intertwined with 

others. Beauvoir’s The Mandarins is her most popular fictional piece. We are introduced 

to Henri Perron and Anne Dubrieulh; like in her other works, the narration of the novel 

shifts from first to third person. We come across the Communist Left though Anne and 

her rejection of the bourgeois class.13 In this work one is taken into Henri’s and Anne’s 

relations to the other and is introduced to the concept of the “serious man.”14 The 

“serious man” is Beauvoir’s equivalent, in terms of importance, to Sartre’s living in bad 

faith and Heidegger’s concept of authenticity. In The Blood of Others we are introduced 

                                                        
12 De Beauvoir, S. (1943). She Came to Stay. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 
13 De Beauvoir, S. (1954). The Mandarins. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 
14 Ibid. 



 

6 
 

to Jean, Helene, Jacques, and other Marxist characters fighting a bourgeois society in 

France. De Beauvoir’s work delves not only into the love life of Jean and the two women 

he encounters occasionally, but also into the clash of two economic theories. Beauvoir 

introduces the finality of life; and again poses questions of how one relates to the other 

and one’s reliance on the other as a form of confirmation. Through Hélène one discovers 

just how crucial the acknowledgment of the other is to one’s being.15 Published in 1946, 

All Men are Mortal explores the ideas of mortality and immortality, the anguish that 

comes with immortality, and one’s innate desire to save humanity.16 Beauvoir is 

exploring the ideas of finitude and death as they pertain to man’s relationship to time. 

Beauvoir introduces Fosca, a man who cheats death because he feels that to fulfill his 

humanist project- saving the world- he needs more time, only to ultimately realize that 

time will also be his downfall because he recognizes that he does not need time as much 

as he needs the commitment of others for his plan to be successful. This is a perfect 

rendition of Beauvoir’s idea in the Ethics of Ambiguity that one needs the other to adopt 

his project for it to have any form of success.  

Alejandra Ciriza says that a recurring theme in Beauvoir’s work is “La tensión 

irresuelta entre fenomenología del cuerpo y utopía de la libertad.”17 The closest 

translation to Ciriza’s point is that “the unresolved tension between the utopia of freedom 

                                                        
15 De Beauvoir, S. (1945). The Blood of Others. Middlesex: Penguin Books. 
16 De Beauvoir, S. (1946). All Men Are Mortal. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 
Inc. 
17 Ciriza, A. (2012, November). Simone de Beauvoir. De la fenomenología del cuerpo a 
la utopía de la libertad. Revista Nomadias , 11-21. 
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and phenomenology of the body” is ever-present. She explores Beauvoir’s discussions of 

the woman as an object and delves into the heart of The Second Sex. Ciriza’s work serves 

as a great introductory piece to several articles on Beauvoir written by Spanish speaking 

scholars. Olga Duhart, of the University of Chile says, “Las preocupaciones filosóficas de 

Simone de Beauvoir son compatibles con lo que exige la escritura de una novela, 

efectuando una suerte de inclusión de la filosofía en la literatura…”18 With this she is 

simply saying that Beauvoir’s philosophical concerns are compatible with those 

requirements for writing a novel, creating a sort of inclusion of philosophy in literature. 

Duhart goes on to say that Beauvoir’s existentialist colleagues including Sartre, too, 

partook in the use of the novel to deliver their messages. Duhart later writes: 

Ve en este doble gesto de escritura el intento por “conciliar lo subjetivo y lo 
objetivo, lo absoluto y lo relativo, lo intemporal y lo histórico; pretende captar la 
esencia en el corazón de la existencia”. La novela no sería traducción en el plano 
literario de verdades filosóficas, sino la revelación de “un aspecto de la 
experiencia metafísica que no puede manifestarse de otro modo.”19 
 

Duhart holds that the existential novel is the best approach to explain the appearance of 

the metaphysical experience found at the core of existential thought. Verónica González, 

also from the University of Chile, discusses the probability of the influence Beauvoir may  

 

                                                        
18 Duhart, O. G. (2013). La Ambigua Escritura de Simone de Beauvoir. Revista de 
Filosofía , 60, 151-167. 
19 Ibid., 162. Translates to say: “Seen in this double gesture of writing is the attempt by 
"reconciling the subjective ‘it’ and the target ‘it’, the absolute and relative, and the 
timeless and historical,to capture the essence in the heart of existence". The novel would 
not be translation in the literary plane of philosophical truths, but the revelation of "an 
appearance of metaphysical experience that may not manifest itself otherwise.” 
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have had on Sartre in regards to her treatment of the other. She writes that Beauvoir says 

that:  

“el existencialismo no es solo un solipsismo, pues ‘si es verdad que todo proyecto 
emana de un subjetividad, también es cierto que ese movimiento asienta, a través 
de si mismo, un sobre pasamiento de la subjetividad. El hombre solo puede hallar 
en la existencia de los otros hombres una justificación de su propia existencia.’”20  

This translates to mean existentialism is not just solipsism, because if it is true that every 

project stems from subjectivity, it is also true that this movement stands, through itself, 

an envelope of subjectivity. Man can only be found in the existence of other men to 

justify his own existence. Through this response to Sartre’s thoughts on otherness in 

Being and Nothingness, Beauvoir is providing a counter to the idea that she was a 

disciple of Sartre’s, and instead gives her a place on the table of her time’s philosophers. 

This thesis will rely on articles written by Spanish speaking scholars as a supplement to 

their English speaking counterparts in an attempt to explore as many perspectives as 

possible on Beauvoir’s contributions to both the literary and the philosophical spheres. 

Michael Lucey writes on the overlap of Simone de Beauvoir’s life at the time she 

was writing She Came to Stay and makes a reference to her memoirs. Beauvoir wrote that 

Xavière was based to some extent on Olga Kosakiewicz in her memoirs. Olga was 

someone she and Sartre had an affair with in Rouen before 1935 and then later in Paris.21 

An issue I take with Lucey’s article is that he insists on pairing Beauvoir and Sartre as 

one instead of crediting them as individuals as he explores sexuality in their works. In 
                                                        
20 González, V. (2011). “Mis lágrimas deciden”. Sobre alteridad/es en Simone de 
Beauvoir. Revista Nomadias , 47-63. 
21 Lucey, M. (2010). Simone de Beauvoir and Sexuality in the Third Person. 
Representations , 109 (1), 95-121 . 
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doing this he is undoing the work Beauvoir achieves when Francoise finally confronts her 

solitude in She Came to Stay. Colin Davis takes a different approach to Beauvoir and 

chooses to focus on The Blood of Others. He begins by reminding us that Beauvoir’s 

fictional and non-fictional writings are “preoccupied with death and more specifically 

with murder.”22 In the face of accusations that the novel is confusing and ambiguous, 

Davis argues that the points readers are making are not meant to obscure the point of the 

novel; rather, “they are the point of the novel.”23 He goes further and says that such 

ambiguities, along with the violence, hesitancies, and self-delusions of the characters 

establish its powerful engagement with the risks of decision-making. Davis writes that 

the problem with Kant and Hegel, according to Beauvoir, lies in their aspiration to ethics 

of failure, either through the search for infallible maxims, or by denying the complex 

distinctiveness of individual subjects. We begin to see the idea develop that every plan 

can be perfect until one factors in human involvement because we are a flawed creature. 

In contrast, Beauvoir focuses on the risk involved in all choice; any ethical project 

inevitably involves an element of failure.24 

 Toril Moi, discusses Beauvoir’s lesser known essay “Que peut la littérature?” 

(“What can literature do?” or “What is the power of literature?”) to show that she 

sketches a phenomenological “understanding of literature based on the idea that speaking 

                                                        
22 Davis, C. (1998). Simone de Beauvoir's "Le Sang des autres" and the Ethics of Failure. 
The Modern Language Review , 93 (1), 35-47 . 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid.  
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and writing are acts in the world.” 25 Moi writes that in her essay Beauvoir first considers 

language a form of action and that Beauvoir’s definition of literature is her reference to 

the unveiling or exposing of the world. This thought takes us back to her writings on the 

responsibilities of the artist in The Ethics of Ambiguity. Moi continues contemplating the 

essays and arrives at the idea that literature overcomes existential separation- the 

separation discussed in Pyrrhus and Cinéas- and connects us to others; in relation to the 

author, we have to enter into his world. To identify with the author is for a moment, to 

occupy the same position in relation to the world and seeing the world through the lens 

the she provides for us. Though the rest of Moi’s article focuses on Beauvoir’s definition 

of literature as it relates to her work, The Second Sex, her translation of excerpts in 

Beauvoir’s essay are helpful to an understanding of her perspective on literature and its 

importance. Sonia Kruks writes that for Beauvoir, “We are each at once consciousness 

and bodily existent; constrained by our situation and free to decide how we act within its 

constraints.”26 We are again contemplating what Beauvoir meant when she explores the 

finitude of our freedom when we consider the restraints that Kruks mentions. We are also 

at once radically separate and interdependent in that we create the meanings of our world 

and yet require others to give our actions meaning. We are taken back to Beauvoir’s 

Ethics to the point where she adds a qualifier to the meaning we give the world by saying 

that the future of that meaning depends on whether or not others take it and live 
                                                        
25 Moi, T. (2009). What Can Literature Do? Simone de Beauvoir as a Literary Theorist. 
Publications of the Modern Language Association , 189-198. 
26 Kruks, S. (2009). Ambiguity and Certitude in Simone de Beauvoir’s Politics. 
Publications of the Modern Language Association , 214-220. 
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according to it. Kruks takes her discussion on Beauvoir’s “politics of ambiguity” further 

with the mention of The Blood of Others. Jean Blomart recognizes his own responsibility 

for the murders that the Nazis will carry out as retaliation for the act of resistance he 

organizes. Blomart recognizes that not only do good intentions lead to evil outcomes but; 

furthermore, that good intentions do not save us from responsibility for oppression or 

violence when he tells Parmentier to “think of all those lives our resistance will perhaps 

save.”27 Kruks continues with Beauvoir’s thoughts on ambiguity, certitude, and bad faith; 

one can rely on her relation of these three concepts in Beauvoir’s work to politics and 

political questions to continue a discussion of the politics in her novels. Julia Kristeva 

writes that with Beauvoir, “The novel is an act of existential affirmation, through which 

unbearable singularity is transmuted into political issues and vice versa.”28 Kristeva 

writes that Beauvoir’s novels eliminate the presence of the feminist we see in The Second 

Sex but they do not rid us of the concepts of the second sex. Kristeva has made sure to 

incorporate this last thought on Beauvoir as a feminist and we are reminded that her work 

is interdisciplinary. The issue with Kristeva’s argument is that if one uses Beauvoir’s 

works of fiction as case studies to her treatment of women, quite the opposite is proven. 

Eleanore Holveck has taken a similar approach to Simone de Beauvoir’s novels 

by discussing The Blood of Others.29 She argues that the relationship between Beauvoir's 

                                                        
27 De Beauvoir, S. (1945). The Blood of Others. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 189. 
28 Kristeva, J. (2009). Beauvoir and the Risks of Freedom. Publications of the Modern 
Language Association , 124 (1), 224-230. 
29 Holveck, E. (1999). "The Blood of Others": A Novel Approach to "The Ethics of 
Ambiguity". Hypatia , 3-17. 
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novel and her Ethics of Ambiguity is “a perfect illustration of her belief that a 

philosophical theory is an abstract explanation of what is first a concrete, lived 

metaphysical experience;” through this, Holveck is then strengthening the presence of 

phenomenology on Beauvoir’s thought.30 Holveck takes an interesting and uncommon 

perspective in her reading of the novel in that she is focusing on “the female character's 

(Hélène) positive philosophical contribution.”31 Through Holveck, one is able to attain 

guidance to interpreting the novel without causing it to lose any of its essence as one 

works through it with a closer eye. For her analysis of The Ethics of Ambiguity, Holveck 

has broken the essay into major philosophic themes. The first is the idea that there are no 

absolute values and to prove this Beauvoir must disprove Kant’s ideas of the autonomous 

and of the categorical imperative. First Beauvoir presents us with the idea that freedom 

stems from human action and since human action is a localized and often individual 

incident he is thus a free agent who can act according to laws that he gives himself from 

his own reason. In the example Holveck reminds us of the grounding freedom of this 

motivation is his personality, his noumenal or free self. Noumenal is considered to mean 

a thing in itself. This noumenal freedom is real, but man knows it only as the ground of 

his possibility to obey the moral law for its own sake no matter what the consequences. 

Beauvoir relies on the work of Kierkegaard, Husserl, and Sartre to disprove the Kantian 

teachings. Holveck says that, “the second philosophical theme in Beauvoir's The Ethics of 

                                                        
30 Ibid., 10. 
31 Ibid., 10.  
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Ambiguity is that for her, concrete freedom in action can be joyful.”32 She reminds us of 

the stark contrast this is to Sartre’s ideas of anguish. Holveck goes on to discuss three 

other themes she deems most important to Beauvoir in her Ethics.  She dedicates the rest 

of her article to the breakdown of The Blood of Others as she sees it through Kant, 

Husserl, and Beauvoir’s perspectives. 

Several scholars have begun with the same works as their fellow colleagues but 

they often take these works in different directions. Silvia López takes an interesting view 

of The Ethics of Ambiguity in saying that it “allowed for the constitution of a 

philosophical self.”33 Beauvoir's idea of subjectivity is inextricably linked to the 

centrality of the body and the changes of its encounter with the world. The body is a 

source of vulnerability, alienation, and desire, as well as the locus of subjective 

affirmation. If we think back to Beauvoir’s novels, we often see her revert back to all of 

these elements as they relate to the body. For her discussion of Beauvoir, López is 

studying her letters to Nelson Algren. I am not relying on these for this project,t but her 

reflections as it relates to the Ethics have proven useful. Holland has decided to approach 

She Came to Stay through the lens of gothic tradition. She writes that “Beauvoir creates a 

Gothic textual universe as the space in which she confronts pain and the threat of the 

dissolution of self,” she goes further to say that, “where language is taken to the limits of 

expressibility, pain and the threat to Francoise's sense of identity are inscribed in the text 

                                                        
32 Ibid., 6.  
33 Lopez, S. L. (2004). Eros, Ethics and the Other Scene of Writing in Simone de 
Beauvoir. Modern Language Notes , 119 (4), 644-655. 
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as Gothic excess, hyperbole, and ambiguity.”34 The inclusion of this article offers an 

alternative reading to She Came to Stay and we can see that it is closer to Moi’s reading 

of the novel than any other interpretation in that they both see Xavière and the threat she 

poses for Francoise through a gothic analysis of the imagery Beauvoir uses with Xavière. 

This is analysis is discussed in a later chapter. 

While there has been extensive scholarship on Simone de Beauvoir as a feminist 

with a far-reaching emphasis on her Second Sex, there is not much study on her works of 

fiction. The articles explored here focus on her Ethics of Ambiguity but rarely do they go 

beyond the scope of her ethics and into her novels. Doing so would help scholars gain an 

extraordinary insight to Beauvoir’s moral compass. In order to achieve a comprehensive 

grasp of Beauvoir’s ethics one has to study her work as an author through the lens of her 

Ethics of Ambiguity while also remembering her work as a feminist in The Second Sex 

and in articles. One would also separate Beauvoir from Sartre while successfully 

exploring the existentialist thought that she developed independently. The aim here is to 

attain a deeper understanding of her ethics through her works of fiction and especially to 

grasp the fundamental concepts in her thought as one experiences each of her novels.

                                                        
34 Holland, A. T. (2003, April). Identity in Crisis: The Gothic Textual Space in Beauvoir's 
"L'Invitée". The Modern Language Review, 327-334. 
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CHAPTER II 

HEGELIANISM, MARXISM, AND EXISTENTIALISM 

HEGEL BY WAY OF KOJÈVE 

Gordon Graham writes that Kierkegaard reacted passionately “to the dominance 

of one of Berlin’s most famous professors, G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831), whose Idealist 

philosophy had rapidly come to be held in high esteem across Europe.”35 Other scholars 

agree that the existentialist movement was a reaction to Hegel’s system. Hegel attempted, 

throughout his published writings as well as in his lectures, to create a broad and 

“systematic ontology from a “logical” starting point.”36 He is perhaps most well known 

for his teleological account of history, his ‘Master-Slave’ dialectic, and his studies on the 

Absolute. For Hegel philosophy is concerned with the true and the true is the whole.”37 

Frederick Copleston writes that for Hegel, the Absolute is both substance and the subject, 

and if it is the subject, the object is itself. Through self-reflection one’s reality comes to 

know itself through and in the human spirit. Here Copleston provides the example of

                                                        
35 Graham, G. (2011). "Existentialism ." In Theories of Ethics: An Introduction to Moral 
Philosophy with a Selection of Readings, by Gordon Graham, 60-76. New York: Taylor 
& Francis. 
36 Redding, Paul. "Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel." The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy . March 21, 2014. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/hegel/ 
(accessed February 11, 2015). 
37 Copleston, F. (1963). "Hegel." A History of Philosophy, Volume 7, Modern 
Philosophy, Part 1: Fichte to Hegel. Frederick Copleston, 195-245. Garden City: Image 
Books. 
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thought. He argues that the Absolute is self-thinking thought or “thought which 

thinks itself.”38 

Alexandre Kojève studied in Heidelberg, Germany under the supervision of Karl 

Jaspers. He later settled in Paris, where he taught at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Ētudes. 

He taught a seminar on Hegel from 1933 until 1939.39 His lectures may have had an 

insightful influence, both directly and indirectly, over many leading French philosophers 

and intellectuals, amongst them Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and Beauvoir. For the purposes of 

this thesis one will do best to focus on his work relating Hegel to the French theoretical 

ideas of those times, namely the existential and Marxian ideas.  

Kojève focused on Hegel’s philosophy of history and is best known for his 

thoughts on Hegel’s theory of ‘the end of history’ and for providing the stepping-stone 

towards an existential Marxism. He arrives at what is generally considered a truly 

original interpretation by reading Hegel through the twin lenses of Marx’s materialism 

and Heidegger’s temporalized ontology. For Hegel, human history is the history of 

thought as it attempts to understand itself and its relation to the world. He postulates that 

history began with unity, but into which man, a questioning ‘I’, emerges introducing 

dualism and splits. Man attempts to reconcile these structures of alienations dialectically, 

and drives history forward, but in so doing causes new divisions, which must then be 

reunited. Hegel sees the possibility of ‘historical reconciliation’ lying in the rational 
                                                        
38 Ibid., 229-231. 
39“Alexandre Kojeve." International Society for Philosophers. 
http://www.isfp.co.uk/russian_thinkers/alexandre_kojeve.html (accessed February 9, 
2015). 
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realization of underlying unity. In other words, the manifestation of an absolute spirit or 

Geist can lead to humanity living according to a unified, shared morality; this marks the 

end of history. Kojève takes these ideas of universal historical process and the 

reconciliation towards unity, and synthesizes them with theories of Marx and Heidegger. 

He takes Marx’s productivist philosophy that places the transformative activity of a 

desiring being center-stage in the historical process, and then houses it within the 

conditions of material pursuit and ideological struggle. Drawing on Heidegger, he also 

defines this being as free, ‘negative’ and radically temporal, thereby recognizing and 

‘reclaiming’ his or her mortality, ridding him or her of determinism and metaphysical 

illusion, allowing him or her to produce his or her own reality through experience alone. 

History is a processional movement in which division is subjected to reconciliation, 

culminating in ‘the end of history.’ History is completed then in a universal society of 

mutual recognition and affirmation. In relation to Marx, Kojève inverts Hegel and holds 

that the making of history is no longer simply a case of reason at work in the world, but 

of man's activity as a being who collectively produces his own being. This occurs through 

the labor of appropriating and transforming his material world in order to satisfy his own 

needs. Marx secularizes human history, seeing it as solely the product of man's self-

production. He argues that the division of man from himself is transcended in humanist 

terms. Whereas the Hegelian totality provides a prior set of ontological relations between 

man and world waiting to be apprehended by a maturing consciousness, Kojève sees 

human action as the transformative process that produces those ontological relations. 
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While Hegel arguably presents a panlogistical40 relation between man and nature, 

unifying the two in the Absolute, Kojève sees a fundamental disconnection between the 

two domains, providing the conditions for human self-production through man's negating 

and transforming activities. 

From Heidegger, Kojève takes the insight that humankind is distinguished from 

nature through its distinctive ontological self-relation. Man's being is conditioned by its 

radically temporal character, its understanding of its being in time, with finitude or death 

as its ultimate horizon. Kojève's ontology is, pace Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein in 

Being and Time, first and foremost existential. By bringing together Hegel and 

Heidegger, Kojève attempts to historicize radically existentialism, while simultaneously 

giving Hegelian historicity a radically existential twist. Man's existential freedom now 

defines his being. For Kojève, freedom is understood as the ontological relation of 

'negativity', the incompleteness of being human, a constitutive ‘lack’. It is precisely 

because of this lack of a fully constituted being that man experiences desire. The 

negativity of being, manifested as desire, makes possible man's self-making, the process 

of 'becoming'. This point of view can be seen to draw inspiration from Heidegger's 

critique of the traditional transcendental preoccupations of Western thought, which he 

claims set reified, metaphysically assured concepts of being over and above the processes 

of Becoming. The 'Being of Beings' is variously revealed within the horizon of 

                                                        
40 Panlogism is “the doctrine that the absolute or the absolute reality is of the nature of 
logos or reason; especially.” "Panlogism." Merriam-Webster. n.d. http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/panlogism (accessed February 21, 2015). 
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temporality. The disavowal of such metaphysically anchored and ultimately timeless 

concepts of what it means to be human frees men from determinism and 'throws' them 

into their existential freedom. In Kojève's thinking, man’s struggle is to exercise this 

freedom in order to produce a world in which his desires are satisfied. In the course of 

this struggle he comes to accept his own freedom, ridding himself of the illusions of 

religion and superstition, 'heroically' claiming his own finitude or mortality.  

We can see, then, how Kojève attempts to synthesize Hegel, Marx and Heidegger. 

From Hegel he deduces the notion of a universal historical process within which 

reconciliation unfolds through an inter-subjective dialectic, resulting in unity. From Marx 

he assumes a secularized, de-theologized, and productivist philosophical anthropology, 

one that places the transformative activity of a desiring being center stage in the historical 

process. From Heidegger, he derives the existentialist interpretation of human beings as 

free, negative, and radically temporal. Pulling these three together, Kojève presents a 

vision of human history in which man grasps his freedom to produce himself and his 

world in pursuit of his desires, and in doing so drives history toward its end, an end 

understood both as culmination or exhaustion. 

One must note the importance of Kojève's Hegelianism for Beauvoir’s 

philosophical growth. It is a matter of on-going debate whether or not Beauvoir and the 

other French intellectuals personally attended lectures on Hegel in the 1930s in Paris. 

However, it can reasonably be claimed that Kojève's existential and Marxian reading of 

Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit was equally important as Heidegger's Being and Time 
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for the position presented in Sartre's Being and Nothingness. Central to Sartre’s and 

Beauvoir’s accounts is a thoroughly Kojèveian philosophical anthropology, one which 

finds man's essence in his freedom as pure negative activity, existentially separating the 

human for-itself from the natural world of reified Being. James Heartfield writes, “The 

theory of the Other is in essence a revision of Hegel’s ‘Master-Slave dialectic’.”41 

Beauvoir’s account of the 'master-slave' dialectic follows Kojève’s in its existential 

reworking, albeit without the optimism that finds a possibility of reconciliation in this 

inter-subjective struggle. Beauvoir’s later attempts to reconcile historical materialism 

with existentialism owe more than a passing debt to Kojève's original formulation of an 

'existential Marxist' position. For Beauvoir, the dialectic is doomed to repeat a struggle 

for domination in which each party attempts to claim its own freedom via the 

mortification of the other's Being. It is argued here that that Beauvoir’s later attempts to 

reconcile historical materialism with existentialism owe more than a passing debt to 

Kojève's development of an 'existential Marxist' position. 

 
  

                                                        
41Heartfield, James. "Hegel Dispirited: the reification of the Other in Kojève, DeBeauvoir 
and Sartre." Heartfield. 2002. http://www.heartfield.org/hegeldispirited.htm (accessed 
February 9, 2015). 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ETHICS OF AMBIGUITY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Beauvoir published The Ethics of Ambiguity several years after her first novel, She 

Came to Stay, was published but the ideas and concepts she explores in this and 

subsequent novels are explored in more detail in her essay. First Beauvoir distances her 

work from Hegelian thought when she holds that there are no absolute values. Instead, 

human freedom in action is the foundation of all values. By saying this, one finds that 

freedom arises in human action; freedom is always situated and embodied. Beauvoir 

develops the concept of error and the probability of an “evil will” as a criticism of 

Immanuel Kant's ethics, which "is at the origin of all ethics of autonomy.”42 Beauvoir 

goes further to say that the tangible exercise of freedom in action can be a joyful 

experience. She later adds to this with the contemplation of happiness. She separates 

herself from the anguish one finds in Sartre’s work at man's fruitless attempt to be the 

absolute combination of being in-itself and being for-itself. Beauvoir writes, “This means 

that man, in his vain attempt to be God, makes himself exist as man, and if he is satisfied 

with this existence, he coincides exactly with himself.”43  

                                                        
42 De Beauvoir, S. (1948). The Ethics of Ambiguity. New York: Kensington Publishing 
Corp. 
43 Ibid., 12-13. 
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In relation to the Other, Beauvoir holds that one’s existential conversion reveals one’s 

possibility for free action; at the same time, it also reveals others who are similarly 

grounded. Here Beauvoir reinterprets Husserl in a noteworthy manner here. The epoché 

or bracketing, is usually viewed as a method by which one might study the objects of 

different epistemic interests. Husserl argues in some manuscripts that fundamental to all 

consciousness is an abstract core, a stream of intentionality, an inner time. Beauvoir 

traces this abstract core of consciousness back into the lived world. She writes, “One can 

reveal the world only on a basis revealed by other men. No project can be defined except 

by its interference with other projects.”44 Beauvoir borrows a concept from Heidegger 

when she explores authenticity. Man or woman’s free choice to act is authentic when he 

or she accepts full responsibility for his or her actions because responsibility manifests 

his or her freedom, as well as the freedom of others. Beauvoir describes authenticity as 

willing oneself free. For her, all men act freely meaning that a man assumes 

responsibility for the value he is promoting. This includes his responsibility towards 

those who have acted on his world both in the past and future. One must be careful to 

remember that this does not mean that it is possible to respect the freedom of all others at 

all times. Instead one has to accept the danger that others might freely choose ethics that 

are in conflict with one’s values. With this in mind Beauvoir holds that one’s freedom 

can be in conflict with that of others and that violence is always a possibility. Beauvoir 

gives many examples of freedoms in conflict, most of them taken from World War II. 

                                                        
44 Ibid., 71. 
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Most of these examples are reflected throughout her novels. First, Beauvoir believes that 

violence is justified in some situations of oppression, because if other men refuse to allow 

a man to exercise freedom, they change him into a thing while they themselves become 

things. “What about those who serve the purposes of oppression without being fully 

aware of what they are doing, for example, a sixteen-year-old who has been raised since 

childhood in the Nazi youth movement?” Beauvoir remarks that the desirable thing 

would be to reeducate him, but the urgency might force one to “destroy not only the 

oppressor but also those who serve him, whether they do so out of ignorance or out of 

constraint.”45 Along with this idea, Beauvoir rejects the Marxist belief that it is 

acceptable to sacrifice present human beings for a future good. Her criticism of Marx is 

similar to her criticism of Kant. The goal of human action ought to be the promotion of 

human freedom, and this is not an abstract, ideal or future freedom but the lived, concrete 

experience of freedom as the joy of existence. Beauvoir asserts that concrete, lived 

freedom for all is the goal of moral action, even with the probability that one is likely to 

find oneself violating the freedom of others. 

In order to ensure a more complete study of Beauvoir’s work, articles written by 

scholars in Spanish are also considered here. Verónica González writes: 

Muchos de sus escritos, novelas, ensayos y textos filosóficos, ponen en escena la 
compleja relación entre subjetividad y alteridad, junto con la problemática del 
ejercicio de la responsabilidad, que se debate entre la singularidad de todo 
existente y la universal condición humana.46 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 98. 
46 González, V. (2011). “Mis lágrimas deciden”. Sobre alteridad/es en Simone de 
Beauvoir. Revista Nomadias, 47-63. This translates to: “Many of [Simone de Beauvoir’s] 



 

24 
 

 
González delves deeper into the concept and importance of the Other in Beauvoir’s work. 

Later in the article, González says, “Beauvoir retoma para sus propios análisis la idea 

sartreana de que el hombre en tanto trascendencia no es plenitud de ser, ni coincidencia 

consigo mismo: el hombre no es y por ello tiene que ser.”47 It is from this statement that 

González arrives at the probability of failure at the heart of any project in Beauvoir’s 

ethics.  Of Beauvoir’s take on the human body, Alejandra Ciriza writes, “Es más bien la 

condición permanente de la experiencia, pues está constitutivamente abierto a la 

percepción, al mundo, a los/las otros y otras.”48 Here she continues a discussion of 

Beauvoir’s treatment of the body through her works of fiction but primarily in The 

Second Sex. Olga Duhart’s work is more specific to Beauvoir’s ethics in her works of 

fiction. She writes:  

La escritura de Simone de Beauvoir amalgama, podríamos decir, tres 
diversos registros: el relativo a una concepción filosófica existencialista; el que 
refiere a un  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
writings, novels, essays and philosophical texts stage the complex relationship between 
subjectivity and otherness, along with the problem represented by the exercise of 
responsibility, which is under constant debate between the singularity of all existent and 
the universal human condition. 
47 Ibid., 52. Translates to: “Beauvoir, for her own analysis, revisits the idea Sartrian man 
as far as transcendence goes is not his fullness of being, nor coincidence with itself: the 
man is not and therefore has to be.” 
48 Ciriza, A. (2012, November). Simone de Beauvoir. De la fenomenología del cuerpo a 
la utopía de la libertad. Revista Nomadias , 11-21.  
Translates to: “[The body] is rather the condition of permanent experience, because it is 
constitutively open to perception, to the world, to the others.” 
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discurso emancipatorio de las mujeres y el alusivo a lo cotidiano que se inscribe 
tanto en la producción literaria de ficción o memorialista, como también en las 
citas en medio de sus análisis.49 
 

Duhart’s work approaches Beauvoir’s novels through an existential angle while keeping 

in mind Beauvoir’s discussions in The Second Sex. Adriana Bernal writes of her 

experiences upon discovering Beauvoir’s works of fiction as a scholar. Bernal writes of 

the striking impression reading All Men are Mortal and continues to say that Fosca could 

very well be the reflection of Beauvoir’s immortality through her work. Of the theory 

found in Beauvoir’s novels, she says, “La "novela filosófica" era posible con voz y 

cuerpo femeninos. La línea de tiempo que va trazándose en las palabras de la autora 

hablaba no sólo de su tiempo, sino del tiempo y su destiempo.”50 Bernal goes further in to 

argue that through her novels, Beauvoir has achieved a balance of mortality and 

immortality.  

Many scholars have come to appreciate Beauvoir’s novels but a common pattern 

amongst these scholars is their interpretation of Beauvoir’s work through a narrow lens. 

Julia Kristeva writes that for Beauvoir, “the novel is an act of existential affirmation, 

                                                        
49 Duhart, O. G. (2013). La Ambigua Escritura de Simone de Beauvoir. Revista de 
Filosofía , 60, 151-167.  
Translates to: “Simone de Beauvoir’s writing fuses/mixes, we could say, three different 
registers: the relative to an existentialist philosophical approach; that which refers to an 
emancipatory discourse of women and alluding to the everyday that fits both literary 
fiction or memoir, as also in citations in the middle of her analysis.” 
50 Bernal, Adriana. "EL Tiempo Del Destiempo." Debate Feminista , 2008: 131-137. 
Translates to: It was possible to have a "philosophical novel" with a female voice and 
body. The timeline that crosses through the author’s words spoke not only of her time, 
but time and timelessness.  
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through which unbearable singularity is transmuted into political issues and vice versa.”51 

Rather than continue her discussion from this point, Kristeva’s article ends with a 

reminder that Beauvoir’s novels can be related to the arguments Beauvoir presents in The 

Second Sex. While this is evident, Beauvoir’s novels deserve a much broader analysis in 

order to get a more complete understanding of her ethics. Susan Suleiman argues that 

Beauvoir’s The Mandarins is not as well-known as it should be. She says “her book is a 

great historical novel as well as a complex exploration of love, family ties, and the inner 

lives of thinking women and men who are fully engaged in the public events of their 

time”52 Suleiman’s article, however, ends abruptly and does not attempt to give The 

Mandarins the attention she is advocating.  

On The Blood of Others Eleanore Holveck holds that the “relationship between 

Beauvoir's novel The Blood of Others and her essay The Ethics of Ambiguity is a perfect 

illustration of her belief that a philosophical theory is an abstract explanation of what is 

first a concrete, lived metaphysical experience.”53 Holveck takes an alternative approach 

to The Blood of Others and chooses to study it through Hélène’s experiences. She argues 

that “Beauvoir's original philosophy emerges from her description of the lived experience 

of her character Hélène Bertrand and that the novel anticipates feminist issues that 

                                                        
51 Kristeva, J. (2009, January). Beauvoir and the Risks of Freedom. Publications of the 
Modern Language Association, 124(1), 224-230. 
52 Suleiman, S. (2009, January). “A Scandalous Woman”? Beauvoir in Paris, January 
2008. Publications of the Modern Language Association, 124(1), 221-223. 
53 Holveck, E. (1999). "The Blood of Others": A Novel Approach to "The Ethics of 
Ambiguity". Hypatia , 3-17. 
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Beauvoir addresses later in The Second Sex more directly than her essay on ethics.”54 

Holveck argues that Hélène “believes that she is pure freedom; she ignores her 

situatedness, her body, her social place. She acts as if she has no responsibility.”55 

According to Holveck, Beauvoir is implying that all youths are “Cartesian-like solipsists 

who imagine themselves to be the only consciousness that exists.”56 One would argue 

that Hélène plays a less egoistical role for Beauvoir through her willingness to be open to 

the other. Continuing her discussion of Hélène’s character development, Holveck 

undermines Hélène’s importance by reducing her final moments as a woman who tries to 

defeat oppression by driving her own truck with chance to create a society of sisters and 

mothers. In doing this, Holveck has retracted beck to the idealization women as the other. 

Sonia Kruks looks at The Blood of Others in a more political perspective and says 

that when Jean Blomart holds that the war has taught him that “it is as impossible to 

atone for the blood one spares as the blood one sheds. . . . In whichever way one is 

always criminal,”57 Blomart comes to understand that good intentions may lead to evil 

outcomes and that good intentions do not save us from responsibility for oppression or 

violence. Kruks holds that when Jean orders the final action from which he knows more 

blood will flow there is no ambiguity in his decision. She continues by arguing that the 

quality of action itself, as opposed to the deliberations that precede it and the evaluations 

                                                        
54 Ibid., 4. 
55 Ibid., 9. 
56 Ibid., 10. 
57 Kruks, S. (2009). Ambiguity and Certitude in Simone de Beauvoir’s Politics. 
Publications of the Modern Language Association, 214-220. 
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that must follow it, is to be unambiguous. One can imagine a leap of faith in that at the 

moment of the “wager” man must throw himself into it absolutely, or else he would not 

be able to act. Colin Davis argues that through The Blood of Others, Beauvoir separates 

herself from Sartre by introducing an ethics of failure. Davis holds that the authorization 

of violence in The Blood of Others was further brought into question by a more damaging 

factor. He writes that Beauvoir's second novel attempts to place violence within a moral 

frame, which had been absent in the murder in She Came to Stay but “Elizabeth Fallaize 

implies that the second novel may not be fundamentally different from the first.”58 He 

writes that Fallaize argues that the sacrifice of the main female character on the face of 

the political and moral education of the male protagonist means that the woman, the 

Other, is again destroyed, as Xavière is destroyed in She Came to Stay this time in the 

interests of commitment. This raises the question of whether Blomart's predispositions 

are ultimately any more 'moral' than those of Francoise in She Came to Stay. Davis 

continues to explore the sincerity of Jean’s ethics from this point forward with valid 

concerns but fails to interpret his actions through Beauvoir’s comments on violence in 

The Ethics of Ambiguity.  

In her article on She Came to Stay, Alison Holland argues that: 

Beauvoir creates a Gothic textual universe as the space in which she confronts pain and 

the threat of the dissolution of self, and I illustrate how in this work, where language is 

                                                        
58 Davis, C. (1998). Simone de Beauvoir's "Le Sang des autres" and the Ethics of Failure. 
The Modern Language Review , 93 (1), 35-47. 
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taken to the limits of expressibility, pain and the threat to Francoise's sense of identity are 

inscribed in the text as Gothic excess, hyperbole, and ambiguity.59  

Holland holds that Beauvoir is relying on Gothic writing to the extent that it is 

more likely to evoke emotion and engage feelings than it is to create an intellectual 

response or rational argument. Holland is relying on several passages in which 

Francoise’s self is being threatened to shed light on her approach to the novel. Having 

said this the flaw with this approach is easily detected in that the passages Holland is 

relying upon are the most climactic passages in Beauvoir’s lengthy novel. This selective 

sample is brings to question whether or not the entire novel should be read from the 

Gothic twist Holland claims it has or from the intellectual perspective she is negating. 

 Michael Lucey in studying Beauvoir’s consistent shift from first to third person 

says, “L’Invité might be taken as a novel about that part of sexuality that cannot be lived 

in the first person, and part of which might (or might not) be captured by a swerve into 

third-person contemplation—a technique allowing us to view people as somehow awash 

in sexuality—and manifesting their own as a kind of eddy within larger tides and 

currents.”60 Lucey holds that She Came to Stay might be taken as a novel about the way 

“nameable and unnameable” forms of sexuality occur to everyone. He argues that it could 

provide some people, Sartre and Beauvoir, with a context in which to manifest sexuality 

as a text that others can read. He posits that others can only manifest in pieces of a variety 
                                                        
59 Holland, A. T. (2003, April). Identity in Crisis: The Gothic Textual Space in 
Beauvoir's "L'Invitée". The Modern Language Review , 327-334 . 
60 Lucey, M. (2010). Simone de Beauvoir and Sexuality in the Third Person. 
Representations , 109(1), 95-121. 
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of sexual forms that may or may not suffice, but that do not amount to anything easily 

recognizable for most people. Lucey’s theory has been neither proven nor disproven and 

serves as an interesting explanation to Beauvoir’s reliance on both the first and third 

person in several of her novels. 

 Jaques Ehrmann argues that despite Simone de Beauvoir’s attempts to fulfill two 

roles, those of a woman and an intellectual, with equality, she was unsuccessful. He holds 

that because of Beauvoir’s resistance to being restrained by the expectations her father 

had of her as a woman, she fails to move readers in the “personal part” of The 

Mandarins. He continues to say that when Beauvoir reaches the political point of her 

novel she “is no longer obliged to handle emotions but judgments, because political, 

unlike amorous, passions exist in an intellectual context that lets logic function. The 

Mandarins, he argues, is more of a chronicle, an eyewitness account of the problems 

faced by the French Left after the Liberation instead of being a novel. Ehrmann’s 

argument stands on stable ground but one must realize that Anne is the picture of an 

internal battle. She must choose between what she should want in her public life and what 

she truly wants for her private life. Ehrmann also fails to consider other novels written by 

Beauvoir and relies only on The Mandarins to come to the conclusion that being more 

comfortable as an intellectual than a woman makes one part of her work better than 

another. Beauvoir may fail to move Ehrmann through the literary techniques she relies on 

but the notion that she fails to evoke emotion through her novel is questionable.  
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 Lawrence Kritzman takes quite a different approach to The Mandarins and 

discusses it while reflecting upon Beauvoir’s Ethics. He argues that, “Beauvoir in her 

literary production, such as her prizewinning novel The Mandarins (1954), dramatized 

the ethics of commitment and explored philosophical and political issues like the 

responsibility of the intellectual in society.”61 Kritzman holds that based on the 

ontological freedom attributed to humankind and the responsibility that it entails, 

Beauvoir’s version of existentialism is characterized by ambiguity. The self, described as 

a subject destined to act, had to confront the facticity of its being and the obstacles over 

which it had no control. He argues that in accepting this paradox as a universal 

phenomenon, Beauvoir holds our freedom can only be realized through the recognition of 

another’s freedom. Kritzman’s article justifiably separates Beauvoir from Hegel but he is 

also careful to separate her from Sartre. 

 Beauvoir participated in a debate entitled “Que peut la littérature?” This can 

translate to read “What can literature do?” or “What is the power of literature?” Beauvoir 

begins by defining literature as “an activity carried out by human beings, for human 

beings, with the aim of unveiling the world for them, and this unveiling is an action.”62 

Tori Moi argues that in her lecture, Beauvoir outlines a phenomenological understanding 

of literature based on the idea that speaking and writing are acts in the world. She 

correlates this with the aesthetics of Martin Heidegger and of ordinary language 
                                                        
61 Kritzman, L. (2009). Simone de Beauvoir, the Paradoxical Intellectual. Publications of 
the Modern Language Association, 206-213. 
62 Moi, T. (2009). What Can Literature Do? Simone de Beauvoir as a Literary Theorist. 
Publications of the Modern Language Association, 189-198. 
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philosophy. Moi holds that even though Heidegger argues that works of art unveil the 

essence and truth of being, Beauvoir’s, less metaphysical, more pragmatic idea that 

writing reveals truths in the world are of the same tradition. Moi’s began an approach 

through which one can see Beauvoir’s ethics clearly in her works of fiction. This 

perspective can be applied to each of Beauvoir’s works. 

 The scholarship discussed here does not study Beauvoir as literary theorist; 

instead, most scholarship studies her as a philosopher, a writer, or as a feminist. Upon 

closer analysis of Beauvoir’s work, one is able to see more clearly that each of her works 

of fiction is an embodiment of the philosopher, the writer, and the feminist. In providing 

this comprehensive analysis of Simone de Beauvoir, one is ensuring that her legacy as a 

brilliant intellectual is not lost to a trivialized summation of her life.  
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CHAPTER IV 

BEAUVOIR’S PRIMORDIAL PROJECT 

Originally published in 1937 in French only, the English translation of When 

Things of the Spirit Come First was not published until 1982. In the preface of When 

Things of the Spirit Come First, Simone de Beauvoir writes that she wanted to write 

about the world she knew and wanted to “expose some of its defects.”63 She continues by 

explaining that years before having written her first novel she had become aware of 

religion’s harm on her surroundings during her youth. When Things of the Spirit Come 

First, she says, is a linked account of the lives of Beauvoir’s friends who never broke 

away from religion. There are little to no references to this novel in the scholarship on 

Simone de Beauvoir, which leads one to wonder whether Beauvoir’s existential thought 

began before her work on She Came to Stay. 

In Marcelle, Beauvoir takes a note from the stylistic techniques of John Dos 

Passos64 and combines the stories of a young poetess and of her aunt through a tone of 

false objectivity. This contrast between an understanding of an individual as possessing

                                                        
63 De Beauvoir, S. (1982).  When Things of the Spirit Come First. New York: Pantheon 
Books. 
64 Lucey, M. (2010). Simone de Beauvoir and Sexuality in the Third Person. 
Representations, 109(1), 95-121.  
Dos Passos created a distance for his main characters. This meant, “They could be, at one 
and the same time, drawn as detailed individuals and as purely social phenomena.”  



 

34 
 

internal origins for various aspects of its being and becoming, and an 

understanding of an individual as an instance of social inscription, with external origins 

for its being and becoming, is one central to Beauvoir’s thought and writing in these 

years. From her youth, Marcelle was different from her siblings and from the other 

children her age. As a young lady she wanted nothing but to fill the emptiness she felt her 

life to be. Marcelle finds a job and forges a friendship with the woman who hired her, 

Germaine. This friendship is wearisome to Marcelle because she felt badgered by the 

older woman. When she is given the opportunity to partake in a social project that helps 

man beyond the essential needs for survival, Marcelle feels herself renewed. She 

becomes engaged to Desroches until she meets Denis and is so moved by him that she 

breaks the engagement off. The two marry but Marcelle is immediately introduced to a 

conflict, which she cannot resolve. She both loves and hates the passion that overtakes 

her when she and Denis are intimate and feels that she is giving herself up as an object or 

possession. It is not long until the two separate and Marcelle is left to wallow in her 

loneliness. Upon reflection, she realizes that happiness can be found through her lonely 

existence; it is here where Beauvoir ends Marcelle’s story.  

Through Chantal, Beauvoir is exploring the idea of bad faith. Beauvoir writes, “I 

had succeeded in conveying that distance between a person and himself which is the 

essence of bad faith.”65 Chantal desperately tries to present herself to the world as a 

glamorous, open-minded woman, rather than an ordinary woman in an ordinary 
                                                        
65 De Beauvoir, S. (1982).  When Things of the Spirit Come First. New York: Pantheon 
Books. 
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profession. We see characters similar to Chantal, all of whom are living in bad faith, in 

Beauvoir’s other novels. Chantal plays a prominent role in Anne’s story as she assumes 

certain responsibilities for Anne’s future. By choosing for Anne, she is allowing Anne to 

use her as a crutch. Chantal, however, lives fully in her imagination, by pretense 

enhancing each situation in which she finds herself and by believing that with her lies the 

responsibility of exposing the harsh realities of the world.  

In Lisa, Beauvoir describes the dangers mysticism and intrigues of religious 

institutions pose on one’s efforts to live. Beauvoir writes that Lisa, “tried to be nothing 

more than a soul among other souls,”66 to no avail. To Beauvoir, Anne is the embodiment 

of Zaza, someone of great importance to Beauvoir who committed suicide. This chapter 

opens with a diary entry written by Anne’s mother. In it, the woman is pleading with God 

to help her free Anne from Chantal’s clutches. The woman later admits to herself that she 

could not bear to think that long ago Anne’s joys and sorrows depended upon her alone 

and that she had lost that hold on her daughter to another being. Beauvoir connects the 

woman in her novel through relationships they form with other people. Here Anne is 

connected to Marcelle through her relationship to Pascal and Chantal was the one who 

introduced the two. Anne and Pascal have formed a relationship that her mother objects 

because the young man does not hold the same religious devotion and because of the 

mere fact that he was also a friend of Chantal’s. Beauvoir later reveals that in a past 

encounter, Pascal explained to Anne that he could not love her and that he did not feel 
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that he believed it “impossible for [him] to feel what people call love.”67 Beauvoir’s 

discussion of the concept of love begins as early as her first novel. Anne is tormented by 

anguish and doubt, which lead to her unhappiness and death. This chapter is the one with 

the least content but one can see Beauvoir’s attempts to bring Zaza or Anne back to life 

through her words. In Marguerite, Beauvoir captures her own youth in the form of satire. 

Beauvoir gives to this character the same experiences she had including her break with 

religion. This chapter is the most openly autobiographical of the stories. This ''little 

bourgeoisie trying to act the bohemian'' triumphs over religious and familial crises and 

ends with her explanation of how she came to ''try to look things straight in the face, 

without accepting oracles or ready-made values. I had to rediscover everything myself, 

and sometimes it was disconcerting - furthermore, not everything is clear even now.''68 

Despite its brevity, When Things of the Spirit Come First gives one an interesting 

insight into Beauvoir’s ideas and ethics. To begin with, her treatment of woman as the 

other is clear in each chapter. In each, the woman’s end is a sacrifice for something 

beyond the self. Each woman presented here explores her freedom in the face of her 

Catholic indoctrination. This is important to acknowledge because Beauvoir’s later works 

do not reflect upon the influence of religion on one’s self. Her second novel, She Came to 

Stay has notions of religion but she does not explore them as she has done here. Not as 

deeply rooted in the ethics that one finds in the rest of Beauvoir’s novels, this work of 

fiction should be considered further in future studies of Simone de Beauvoir because, like 
                                                        
67 Ibid., 147. 
68 Ibid., 212.  
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her characters, she successfully broke away from Christianity and was able recover her 

freedom.
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CHAPTER V 

BEAUVOIR’S MAJOR WORKS OF FICTION: 

SHE CAME TO STAY 

 
Simone de Beauvoir’s She Came to Stay was her first novel and it is impossible to 

miss the resemblance the novel has to the events she and Jean Paul Sartre lived. Olga 

Duhart writes: 

Se hace muy difícil distinguir literatura de filosofía en el proyecto de escritura de 
Simone de Beauvoir. Puestos desde el lado de la literatura, ésta nos parece 
filosófica, y puestos del lado de la filosofía ésta se nos muestra de una manera 
poco habitual con múltiples referencias a ejemplos concretos o, decididamente, a 
obras literarias pertenecientes a la literatura universal que le ofrecen 
‘figuraciones’ de la existencia.69 

 
On its face, the work is a window into self-doubt, resentment, a violent hunger for 

revenge, desolate self-loathing, frantic rage, intense insecurity, general misery, 

overpowering urges to resort to physical violence, crippling awkwardness, sexual 

inferiority, and bouts of insane, blinding jealousy but beyond these basic elements of a 

doomed relationship is the core of Beauvoir’s existentialist ideas. Francoise, Pierre and 

                                                        
69Duhart, O. G. (2013). La Ambigua Escritura de Simone de Beauvoir. Revista de 
Filosofía , 60, 151-167.Translates to say: “It is very difficult to distinguish literature of 
philosophy in the project of writing of Simone de Beauvoir. Works from the side of 
literature, this seems to us to be philosophical, and works from the side of philosophy, 
this it shows in a rather unusual way with multiple references to specific examples or 
decisively, to literary works belonging to the literature that offered 'figurations' 
existence.” 
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Xavière are the main characters and according to Beauvoir they are representative of 

herself, Sartre, and a fused image of sisters Olga and Wanda Kosakiewicz.70 The events 

in the work describe an affair the pair had with the woman, which nearly caused Sartre 

and Beauvoir to split altogether. It is important to note that She Came to Stay is not the 

literal translation of Beauvoir’s work, L'Invite; a literal translation would be ‘The 

Invited.’ The difference in the connotation of the titles is enough to add a note of 

justification to the set of principles by which Xavière lives by in that if she were invited 

she would not feel inclined to meet the expectations her hosts could have for her. If she 

had simply decided to stay in Paris at the expense of another, her attitude would be 

justified in the least.  

In She Came to Stay we are made aware of Beauvoir’s recurring theme of the 

other. Beauvoir and other existentialist scholars hold the concept of the other to be 

fundamentally important to the idea of being in that one cannot have the latter without the 

former. The main characters introduce us to the vulnerability of our freedom as it relates 

to the other. We are also equally reminded that we rely on the other’s recognition of our 

being as means of attaining a certainty of our existence. Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity 

contemplates the importance and dangers of the other and one is inclined to agree that, 

“whereas the self is experienced as permeable and insecure, the other appears as self-

sufficient and firmly grounded, and this perception of the other both reveals and 

                                                        
70Smith, D. "Beauvoir and Sartre, and a Book in Dispute." New York Times. September 
29, 2005. http://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/29/books/29beau.html?_r=0 (accessed 
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exacerbates the insecurity of the self. Thus the other becomes a ‘presence enemy’, a 

threat and a danger to one's own autonomy by its very existence. The only way out of the 

struggle is to destroy the other in a violent assertion of the supremacy of the self.”71 The 

notion of youth and coming to being is also a recurring theme in this work. The idea is 

that after reaching the age of consent one must assume ones own freedom and avoid “the 

serious” as Beauvoir calls it.72 In other words, children are not responsible for their own 

freedom; they are simply living their lives according to the whims of the adults providing 

for them. At the beginning of the novel, Xavière is not yet an adult; having lived her life 

under the care of her uncle, she has never had to do anything on her own accord.  

When Francoise finds her in Rouen she is afraid that the girl will waste away 

without ever having done anything with her life; in other words, she fears she will live in 

bad faith or the life of the serious. At the opening of the novel, Francoise meets Xavière 

as a young girl in need of rescuing and guidance and despite his initial indifference to the 

girl’s fate, Pierre helps convince her to take Xavière in. Up until this moment Francoise 

and Pierre think of their relationship and each other as one entity. They share thoughts, 

ideas, and feelings and we are immediately exposed to the idea that one can be free while 

tied to another at the same time. This idea of two beings coming together as one 

consolidated entity will be a constant in Francoise’s mind throughout the novel and we 

will watch it fading away though her eyes. As the novel progresses we begin to see 
                                                        
71Davis, C. (1998). Simone de Beauvoir's "Le Sang des autres" and the Ethics of Failure. 
The Modern Language Review , 93 (1), 35-47. 
72De Beauvoir, S. (1948). The Ethics of Ambiguity. New York: Kensington Publishing 
Corp..  
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Xavière become a larger part of their individual lives and the oneness of their relationship 

turns into two people. Even more damaging to their relationship is that Pierre no longer 

thinks of Xavière as Francoise’s helpless friend but as a person he could very well have 

for himself, a challenge for him to conquer. As they stop sharing thoughts and even some 

ideas we begin to see Francoise become filled with jealousy at the thought of Pierre and 

Xavière forming a relationship without her. Still, she continues to encourage him out of 

fear of losing him altogether by hindering him from seeking something his being so 

desires.  

Another thing we notice is that well into the novel Xavière is still not doing much 

with her life and depends on Pierre and Francoise for entertainment and really everything 

else. Francoise is preoccupied with the progress of her book and with Pierre’s play while 

Pierre is dedicating his time to the latter and the daily tasks that accompanied life in Paris 

before the war. The capricious Xavière resents them for the lack of attention she feels is 

being paid to her and she expresses them in the hateful ways of an immature child. We 

can see that while things are changing around her she refuses to progress with them. 

Despite all attempts to interest the girl in any sort of vocation, even in theatre, nothing 

seems to hold her attention long enough to become a career or even hobby. Francoise 

begins to see that she cannot understand the girl and cannot find a way to keep her 

content while Pierre has set it to himself to maintain himself in good favor with Xavière. 

His own actions are largely to blame for Francoise’s jealousy because not only is he 

taking himself from her but he is also taking part, if not most of, the devotion Xavière has 
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for Francoise away. He is aware of the young girl’s tendency to worship and does not 

hesitate when given the opportunity to become the object of worship. It is at this moment 

that Francoise is desperate to escape the prison she feels their relationship and 

involvement with Xavière has created.  

When Francoise falls ill she accepts her bed rest as a relief from the life that she 

felt herself trapped in. This separation from both Pierre and Xavière in the outside world 

allows her to regain a peace of mind she lost when Xavière became such a large part of 

their lives. Solitude allows her to regain control of her thoughts and her very being 

instead of relying so heavily on the acknowledgment of the other to know that she in fact 

does exist. She is content with having visitors and spending just the same amount of time 

by herself until her own thoughts begin to create a hypothetical world in which everyone 

is moving forward when she sees how happy Pierre and Xavière are to be working 

together. She is no longer happy with her solitude and she worries about the pair getting 

along with their lives without her. Her bed rest then becomes yet another imprisonment 

and she wills herself to become strong enough to go home as soon as possible. Things 

seem to alleviate after she leaves the hospital and the trio begin their romance together. 

Beauvoir creates a free and open agreement between the three but also manages to create 

a sense of incredible restriction between them. However, the joy does not last as 

Xavière’s caprice displays itself once more when Pierre and Francoise begin speaking of 

war in front of her yet again. Outside of their relationship they do not have the liberty to 

live freely and it becomes clearer as the weeks pass. They get through tainted moments 
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but Francoise becomes consumed in anguish and frustration again as she struggles to 

understand the girl and tortures herself as she wonders if Xavière hates her ideas or 

worse, her very essence. This becomes more obvious as Xavière repeatedly condemns the 

idea of purity yet praises Francoise for being such a pure being. Beauvoir’s work is 

multifaceted in relation to the events the three are facing; one of which is the possibility 

of going on tour around Europe. Pierre and Xavière are fond of the idea and agree that 

being away from Paris will allow them to remain devoted to the trio. Again the idea of 

individual freedom is sacrificed and Francoise relinquishes her freedom as she reluctantly 

agrees to their idea of remaining together and being only for each other for the next five 

years. The importance both Francoise and Pierre place on this commitment is reflective 

of the discipline existentialism demands from people who choose it but Xavière’s 

disregard for it becomes the nihilist foil when she disregards it as a frivolous agreement 

in a later chapter.  

Desire is also a prevalent concept in this work because the threat Françoise feels 

as she believes Xavière will take Pierre from her pushes her to confront her separateness 

(after accepting that she and Pierre were not one) and announces her freedom. We come 

to see that Francoise often felt herself alienated from the rest and from her freedom; this 

is especially true in her desperate attempt to find resolve before falling ill.73 Francoise 

suffers a constant anguish in her fruitless endeavor to figure Xavière out. She is 

constantly tormented at the idea that the young girl might hate her or she fears causing 
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her any sort of displeasure. Also worth noting, however, is the idea that crosses 

Francoise’s mind on the dance floor of the Bal Colonial, that she might desire Xavière.74 

Later that same evening, Francoise thinks to herself that, “Whatever happened to 

Xavière, happened through [her], and Xavière, whether she liked it or not, belonged to 

her.”75 We begin to move away from anguish and into the arena of rage and irrationality. 

Francoise seems to be entering into an even more unhealthy stage of possession that only 

foreshadows a bad ending for one or more people. In an earlier part of the novel she 

resents Pierre for lingering with the two longer than his allotted time with the girl and 

hates the idea that Xavière thinks of him in a higher regard than her. Francoise seems to 

be in a never-ending cycle of adoration, confusion, anger, and anguish that only shift in 

accordance to Xavière’s moods until she reaches a point of unyielding irritation with the 

girl’s existence. 

The idea of war and politics are common elements in Beauvoir’s works and this is 

no different in She Came to Stay. Francoise and Pierre often join their friends Gerbert, 

Paula, and Pierre’s sister, Elizabeth at cafes or at the theatre and the conversation about 

war inevitably enters their discussion. Elizabeth seems to revel at the idea of France 

entering the war until she is faced with the reality of her brother being sent into danger 

while Gerbert fears it and expresses preference in leaving France before it comes to that. 

Pierre and Francoise often speak about it but it is not until a later outing with Gerbert that 

Pierre finally states that he would much rather go to war for France than to flee the 
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country or to have signed up to fight for any other country like Spain, as Gerbert 

suggests. Beauvoir gives a great importance to place here as Pierre argues that it matters 

not that he is going to war or why is doing so but the idea that “this particular war is a 

part of [his] own personal history.”76 The young Xavière is easily irritated by talk of 

either war or politics in general because she does not understand them and therefore 

cannot participate in conversations adequately. Her tyrannical claim to their time and 

even the kinds of discussions they are allowed to have when she is around causes concern 

in their friends because they are accustomed to the freedom the couple once lived with.  

Gerbert becomes central to Beauvoir’s work as he and Xavière embark upon a 

romantic relationship despite Pierre’s interest in the young lady. This sends the trio into a 

frenzy of disputes and bouts of anger until Pierre breaks with Xavière for having slept 

with Gerbert. The young lady becomes a pathetic sight after this abandonment and elicits 

pity from Francoise. She in turn, no longer feels the joy she felt when the relationship 

initially broke off and is trapped yet again so she ultimately attempts to bring Pierre and 

Xavière together. As all of this is happening, the war becomes a reality and it is inevitable 

that both Pierre and Gerbert join the army. Beauvoir increases the pace of the novel as 

they reach this point of their lives and sends Gerbert and Francoise on a backpacking trip 

that ends in their becoming intimate. This becomes a secret relationship that Xavière 

discovers by attaining access to Francoise’s desk. The two quarrel and in her own 

contemplation Francoise admits to having become involved with Gerbert as revenge for 
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having lost Pierre’s love as Xavière always wanted. Trivial as this may seem Beauvoir 

was very careful in unraveling this scandalous affair as a way to get to Francoise’s final 

act. The novel culminates with Francoise’s murder of Xavière and one is left to 

contemplate whether Beauvoir’s epigraph, “Each conscience seeks the death of the 

other,”77 from Hegel, signals that she is reverting back to the Hegelian idea of the 

destruction of the other or if she is deliberately contrasting Hegel’s death of a conscience 

with the death of a specific other. Francoise reinforces this idea when she breaks into 

tears as she tells Pierre that she found her consciousness reflected in Xavière. She Came 

to Stay continuously reverts back to freedom and one’s responsibility for one’s self. 

Francoise decides to let go of her ethics and attempts at remaining as pure as she could 

and decides to choose herself over Xavière. Francoise chooses to kill her as a way to 

finally to regain her freedom. Colin Davis writes, “Beauvoir herself indicated that writing 

L'Invite was an equivalent or substitute for the act of murder with which the novel 

culminates, and in the words of Toril Moi, writing serves as ‘a weapon against the power 

of the Other’(p.I24).”78 The presence of violence and the desire to destroy the other for 

the sake of retaining autonomy in this work is only the beginning of Beauvoir’s 

exploration into the realm of violence. Beauvoir leaves open the discussion of ambiguity 

regarding the finitude and duties of our freedom, the legitimacy of violence as it relates to 
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the question of ethics, and the tension between our experiences of ourselves as 

simultaneously solitary and intertwined with others.
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CHAPTER VI 

THE BLOOD OF OTHERS 

Beauvoir’s The Blood of Others is her shortest fiction piece but it is not any less 

dense than her other works. One is immediately launched into a world of death, confusion 

and an overwhelming feeling of guilt. The work takes place in occupied Paris but a great 

section of the novel is told through memories before the breakout of the war. Beauvoir’s 

characters again reflect the life of the intellectuals she was surrounded by. She introduces 

Jean Blomart, Hélène, Jacques, Denise, Jean Blomart’s parents, Marcel, and a battery of 

secondary characters. At the heart of the work one witnesses the rising tension between 

the capitalist bourgeoisie and the staunch Marxists. Beauvoir manages to capture the 

complexity of man through each of her characters. González begins her work on The 

Blood of Others by writing as follows: 

 
“En La sangre de los otros de 1945, Simone de Beauvoir cita una frase de 
Dostoievski: “Cada hombre es responsable de todo, ante todos.” (cit. en 1972, 94; 
1984, 7 respectivamente). En La sangre de los otros, esta vez una novela, las 
palabras de Dostoievski aparecen abriendo, a modo de fugaz pero intenso 
preludio, el capítulo primero, en donde se exponen las reflexiones y 
contradicciones de un joven burgués, su incipiente compromiso y su experiencia 
ante la muerte de los otros.”79 

                                                        
79González, V. "“Mis lágrimas deciden”. Sobre alteridad/es en Simone de Beauvoir." Revista 
Nomadias, 2011: 47-63.This translates to mean that "in The Blood of Others in 1945, Simone de 
Beauvoir quotes Dostoevsky: 'Every man is responsible for all to all.' (cit. in 1972, 94; 1984, 7 
respectively). In the Blood of Others, this time a novel, the words of Dostoevsky are opening, as a 
fleeting but intense prelude to the first chapter, where there are the reflections and contradictions 
of a young bourgeois, his initial commitment and his experience at the death of the other." 
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González is successful in setting the scene for the complete work with the deconstruction 

of the epigraph in The Blood of Others.  

Beauvoir begins this work through the eyes of Jean Blomart, a young bourgeois 

man who renounces his family’s wealth and embraces Marxism. Jean much like his 

mother has always felt guilty for his haves in the face of the ‘have-nots’ of others. He 

declares to his father that he is going to join the working class and leaves the family 

home to live in a run-down apartment. The young Jacques wisely tells Jean that he can 

never belong to the proletariat because if “a worker wants his freedom; [he will] never 

want anything else but other people’s freedom.”80 This is to say that despite everything a 

member of the bourgeois class might say or do, he will never become a part of the 

working class. Here Beauvoir takes a note from Hegel and applies it to the logic Jacques 

is using when he argues that getting the same result does not matter because “it’s 

impossible to dissociate the result form the struggle that leads up to it.”81 In the Ethics of 

Ambiguity; Beauvoir writes of the bourgeois intellectual that “regardless of what he does, 

his situation makes it impossible for the ends pursued by proletarians to be absolutely his 

ends too, since it is not the very impulse of his life which has begotten them.”82 Even 

upon leaving his father’s home with a paid apprenticeship in hand, Jean refuses to believe 

that the mere fact that he chose the condition to which a working class man submits is 

enough to separate him from the proletariat. Stubbornly, however, Jean proceeds to live 
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81 Ibid., 17. 
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the life of a working class member and becomes a communist. His influence on young 

Jacques proves to be enough to convince the young intellectual to join the Party. The two 

roam the streets of Paris, work in lower paying jobs, and go to meetings. In an attempt to 

further the revolution, the two put themselves in harm’s way and Jacques is killed. Within 

the first chapter of the work, one comes to grips with the immense guilt the living feel for 

having survived. Jean is tormented by the death of Jacques, the inevitable death of 

Hélène, and the deaths of those to come. He repeats to himself the words “first Jacques, 

now Hélène,” as if to remind him that this reality will not cease with the death of one.83 

He knows he cannot escape the initial commitment of the movement because doing so 

will mean that the deaths of those he mourns will have been in vain.  

Hélène plays the role of a young woman seeking a life with more excitement than 

the life she currently leads. Beauvoir introduces her as Paul’s girlfriend but the affair dies 

prematurely when Hélène meets Jean. Being a member of the “lower middle class” 

makes Paul reproach her for lacking the virtues he and his fellow working class men 

possess. In a heated argument Hélène insists that she ought to be allowed to meet Paul’s 

friends and partake in their discussions; her resolve is to defy Paul and forces an 

encounter with Jean. During their first encounter, Hélène’s interest is spiked as she tries 

to understand Jean but this only ends in frustration as she realizes that, like Paul, he does 

not agree with her set of principles either. She feels that she is being reprimanded when 

Jean says, “our petty personal desires don’t seem very interesting to me… I can’t see 
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what’s to be gained satisfying them.” In an effort to challenge the confidence he had in 

his words she ended only in upsetting herself and leaving alone. Upon reflection she 

realizes that she does not know what purpose she serves and convinces herself that “he 

could tell [her] a way out.”84 In a separate encounter Jean explains to the stubborn Hélène 

that the Communists treat human beings as a dispensable means to end and that the 

“pawns themselves are unimportant” to which she retorts that the only amusing thing in 

politics is the power it yields. Jean is quickly reminded of Jacques death and denies her 

argument.  

Rather than emphasize the characters in this work, Beauvoir’s approach in The 

Blood of Others appears to place and emphatic note on the importance of experiences. In 

doing this she is borrowing from Husserl and other phenomenologists. Phenomenology is 

“the study of structures of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of 

view.”85 The core of an experience is its intentionality, its being directed toward 

something, as it is an experience of or about some object. An experience being 

considered through this discipline goes beyond the simple appearance of things; it 

considers conscious experience as experienced from the subjective or first person point of 

view. In The Blood of Others, the meanings things have in the experiences of the 

characters are portrayed more clearly in this work than in others. As Jean watches over 

Hélène on the night she is expected to die, he recounts a collection of experiences that led 
                                                        
84 Ibid., 52. 
85Smith, D. W. "Phenomenology." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. December 
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them to their current conditions. One is taken to the day the two met and Hélène manages 

to get Jean to steal a bicycle for her with more thought. The importance she paid to 

having taken something that was not hers and the importance he gave to having 

unconsciously committed theft for her both appear to carry little weight but it marked the 

beginning of their existing for the other. Jean had imposed himself upon her by living and 

having been recognized by her. A second experience in the novel that marks a turning 

point for Hélène is her trip back to Paris on a German lorry in the tenth chapter. Having 

managed to take care of herself while helping others is enough to encourage her to let go 

of her apolitical attitude and commit to the Resistance. This experience and decision set 

in motion Hélène’s fate.  

Violence is an element that hardly fails to be present in Beauvoir’s works but in 

contrast to the violence one witnesses at the individual level in her other novels, violence 

appears here as a calculated political act, accepted in full reason and justified. One might 

agree that it is justified in the context of the fight against the occupying German forces. 

Gradually, each character Beauvoir introduces begins to join the clandestine resistance 

and violence as a means to an end becomes morally defensible.  Colin Davis contrasts 

this to the violence driven by “wounded egos” in other works from Beauvoir including 

She Came to Stay. Davis reiterates Margaret Burrell’s view of The Blood of Others as a 

work on ethics in saying, “the issues of individual and collective responsibility, and the 

exercise of free will, remain unresolved in the exposition of their vacillating moral 
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stances.”86 One of the most pressing questions haunting Jean is the value of a life in the 

face of a collective good. Paul accosts his leaving the party and hesitation to partake in 

the Resistance by arguing that Jean will never be prepared to pay whatever the cost for a 

revolution. Jean retorts “it’s easy to pay with the blood of others,”87 and it is with this in 

mind that he says there is no point in fighting for men’s “happiness and dignity” if one 

cheapens the value of their lives. 

Beauvoir’s works stress the importance of the other for recognition but here she is 

also bringing to light the dependence the other has on the one. For man, the other’s 

interpretation and recognition of his existence matters just as much as the influence his 

being has on the other. In saying this one is highlighting mankind’s dependence on and 

responsibility to the other. Hélène is incredibly dependent on Jean in her effort to define 

herself. Upon rejection, she wills herself to self-loathing and lives a life of misery until 

she can no longer handle it. She returns to Jean, pregnant and ill. Again Jean is 

overwhelmed with guilt at the thought that having fled from her and his refusal to 

influence her fate had only condemned her more. In an attempt to distance himself from 

Hélène and in the process protecting her from him; Jean tries to remain indifferent to her 

existence but only later does he realize that by merely existing he has created a presence 

in her conscience. For his life, his being present, she had met him and he became then a 

part of her existence. One can begin to understand Jean’s anguish as he watches Hélène 
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struggle to survive the night. The two remain at bay with one another until another 

discussion causes another split between them. Hélène finds herself in danger and in an 

attempt to return to Paris learns about herself and finally begins to understand the purpose 

for Jean’s actions. The difference in the two characters is obvious here as Jean tries to 

attain a set of pure morals, unaltered by the influences of the other. He also attempts to 

keep from being an influential force in the lives of others. Hélène, on the other hand is 

more skeptical of the self and more open to the desires of the other in a sense that she 

knows she does not have the right to choose for another. This calls to question whether 

Jean’s ethics are as reliable as he intended them to be or if a balance between the two is 

not a better approach.  

A common problem with any work originally written in a foreign language is that 

much is often lost in translation. Davis writes that during Jean’s last night next to Hélène 

he utters the words, “je t'ai tuée pour rie,”88 which translate to mean ‘I killed you for 

laughs;’ however there is nothing as shocking as that in the English translation of The 

Blood of Others. Though one can assume that he may not have meant it literally, there is 

a great difference between this utterance and, “I have killed you to no purpose, since your 

death was not necessary…”89 While the latter may seem to fit the personality Jean is 

portrayed to have one cannot afford to ignore this difference. Upon consideration of the 

original French; one has to question whether or not the translation loses a part of moral 

                                                        
88Davis, C. "Simone de Beauvoir's "Le Sang des autres" and the Ethics of Failure." The Modern 
Language Review (Modern Humanities Research Association ) 93, no. 1 (January 1998): 35-47. 
89De Beauvoir, S. The Blood of Others. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1945. 
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thesis Beauvoir was trying to achieve in Jean. Adding this to his internal contemplations 

makes him less passionate over the death of the other and one begins to question whether 

the intensity of the guilt he feels is excessive to the point insincerity. In an attempt to 

understand Jean, one must decide whether or not to place significant weight on the 

difference in the statements Jean utters in the original French and the English translation. 

It is also with this in mind that one must read the English translation cautiously so as to 

not take the development of each character for granted. 

Beauvoir closes the novel with both a definite answer to Jean’s internal questions 

but also with the reality that with those answers, failure is also present. He began his 

resistance movement and through his commitment to a greater cause than his selfish 

whims, he must not falter. In this case, he is fighting for the supreme good of 

existentialist thought, for freedom. The only alternative would be to give up in bad faith 

and the deaths of those who fought of the cause will have been deaths in vain and he 

cannot accept this alternative. Hélène is dead, and after a night of remorse and agonizing 

Jean sanctions another mission, carried out by Laurent this time, which may cause more 

blood to be shed futilely. The ethical risks taken by Jean and his companions may yet 

turn out to serve no worthy purpose but because Beauvoir ends The Blood of Others 

while a war is still being fought, one is not allowed to know whether it was in vain after 

all. Beauvoir allows only the knowledge and experiences known to Jean and the others in 

the Resistance. With this limited knowledge one has to make the same decisions left to 

Jean with the ethical compass one possesses. A comforting idea introduced by Beauvoir, 
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no one, including Sartre, Hegel, and Kant had previously entertained was the notion that 

failure must be removed from ethics. Instead of following suit, Beauvoir focuses on the 

risks involved in every choice; in other words the element of failure is an inevitable 

possibility in any ethical project. Davis writes, “It is permissible in circumstances that 

cannot be described in advance, and it always entails an element of defeat.”90 Beauvoir 

considers violence necessary on some occasions but violence also carries some amount of 

failure.  

 

  

                                                        
90 Davis, C. "Simone de Beauvoir's "Le Sang des autres" and the Ethics of Failure." The Modern 
Language Review (Modern Humanities Research Association ) 93, no. 1 (January 1998): 35-47. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE MANDARINS 

Having earned several accolades for this work including the Prix Goncourt, 

Beauvoir’s The Mandarins provides a window into the lives of intellectuals in Paris at the 

end of World War II. Many would say that it gives a more accurate and perceptive 

portrayal of European intellectuals than any other contemporary book, fiction or non-

fiction. Like most of her works, this piece reflects the lives in her circle including men 

like Albert Camus and Nelson Algren, with whom she had an affair. We are presented 

with Beauvoir’s signature romantic triangles along with the reality of death, the guilt of 

survival, one’s responsibility for one’s freedom, and the dependence on the other. The 

nostalgic past and the futility that comes with trying to recapture it is also present in the 

work as Beauvoir reiterates time and again that the past is no longer important and 

neither is the future in the end; rather, it is the present that matters. The characters in The 

Mandarins are striving toward complete and harmonious fulfillment as human beings 

instead of fulfilling themselves as just "writers" or "politicians" or "lovers," or other 

partial, sectionalized selves. Beauvoir is in the company of Sartre and Heidegger in that 

they all place emphasis on the ideas good and bad faith, authenticity, and seriousness.  

One has to be reminded that writers choose every word in their works 

deliberately. For this reason, one must delve into the most obvious words in Beauvoir’s 

work. To begin with, the title of the book is The Mandarins. ‘Mandarin’ is defined as “a
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public official in the Chinese Empire of any of nine superior grades” and later as “a 

person of position and influence often in intellectual or literary circles; especially: an 

elder and often traditionalist or reactionary member of such a circle.”91 The characters 

Beauvoir introduces one to are either working on political agendas or are being 

influenced to become political activists by another person making her title the most 

appropriate choice. The newspaper the protagonist owns is called L’Espoir. The literal 

translation of the name is ‘hope’. L’Espoir circulated even during the occupation and its 

wide array of readers was given a sense of confidence despite the trials and tribulations 

brought by the war.  

The majority of the characters Beauvoir introduces are sensitive beings who do 

not stop in their quest for understanding the world and themselves even when the findings 

get to be quite discouraging and the truth hard to face. Beauvoir introduces Henri Perron 

and Anne Dubrieulh. Like in her other works, the narration of the novel shifts from first 

to third person and the work flows in this manner every other chapter. The novel delves 

into Henri and Anne’s relations to the other and explores the concept of the “serious 

man.” We come across the Communist Left through Anne and her rejection of the 

bourgeois class.92 Anne provides a view into the discrepancies between inner desires and 

public life as she battles with the two. From an outsider’s perspective, her life as a 

psychoanalyst, writer, wife, and mother seems to be busy yet put together. It is not until 

                                                        
91"Mandarin." Merriam-Webster. http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mandarin 
(accessed February 16, 2015). 
92 De Beauvoir, S. (1954). The Mandarins. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 
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the middle of the novel that she reveals to Henri that she is no longer completely content 

with her life. Anne surprises Henri by saying that she used to believe that she could help 

every patient find a meaning to life and thus bring him happiness. She has lost faith in the 

belief that every life can have meaning. She has lost the love she had for her career. She 

would much rather life be as simple as it had once been before the war, before the birth of 

her daughter Nadine. In the fourth chapter, Anne goes to a dinner party where she 

receives subtle criticism from the hostess for having a career instead of devoting her life 

to her husband. One might wonder whether Beauvoir was receiving the same criticisms 

and pressures from people outside of their circle of intellectuals. Anne has received the 

opportunity to go to a psychiatric congress in America but is ambivalent to leaving 

because she is afraid. She no longer retained the part of her youth that willingly traveled 

alone without the fear she now possessed. It is not until she realizes that the nest she 

created for herself during the war is the only thing holding her back and so decides to 

begin anew with the trip.  

At the opening of The Mandarins, Henri is preparing to go on a trip for leisure 

while his circle is adamant that he stay to continue their work with the resistance in 

France. He on the other hand is in need of seeing a new place with new faces in hopes of 

finding the pleasure he once knew. In each of Beauvoir’s works lies the story of some 

unrequited love and in this case, Henri is trying to free himself of the love Paula feels for 

him so passionately. Love is not often a studied element in existentialist scholarship but it 

is an essential component in most existential novels. Delving into any work by Beauvoir 
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or Sartre proves that it was a recurring theme and the reactions to love are often also 

consistent. Love is another human passion that one cannot escape and it is ultimately a 

threat to one’s freedom. Also consistent in Beauvoir’s work is the reluctance to profess 

one’s love verbally. Henri is hesitant to tell Paula that he loves her because he has lost 

that emotion towards her but in other Beauvoir pieces the phrase “I love you” is rarely 

offered voluntarily. During their time, the Parisian intellectuals were quite familiar with 

Marx and his work. He wrote on love sporadically and it begs the question whether he 

and Beauvoir’s circle shared opinions or ideas about alienation through language and 

what it meant to express feelings vocally.93 In expressing a feeling with a word, the word 

is meant to be an indication of the reality which exists within one’s self. In this case we 

first deal with this problem in the first chapter when Paula coerces Henri into telling her 

he loved her despite his internal conflict with the whole matter. If one continues with this 

idea, the word "love" is meant to be a symbol of the fact love, but as soon as it is spoken 

it tends to assume a life of its own, it becomes a reality. Paula seems to be under the 

illusion that the saying of the word is the equivalent of the experience, and soon Henri 

says the word and feels nothing, except the thought of love, which the word expresses. 

He feels horrified with himself for having expressed that which he no longer feels. 

Henri’s hesitation regarding the incident is one of reluctance but also a reminder that one 

must be always aware of the danger of the spoken word as it threatens to substitute itself 

for the living experience. In Love in the Western World, Denis de Rougemont says, 

                                                        
93 Fowkes, B. "Marx on Love." Australian National University. August 24, 2013. 
http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/classics/Marx_on_love.htm (accessed January 11, 2015). 
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“Romance only comes into existence where love is fatal, frowned upon and doomed by 

life itself.”94 Most of the affairs in Beauvoir’s novels are destined to fail thus adding a 

degree of authority to Rougemont’s argument. His discussion of love goes further to say, 

“Passion means suffering, something undergone, the mastery of fate over a free and 

responsible person. To love more than the object of love, to love passion for its own sake, 

has been to love.”95 Rougemont goes further to say that passion and the desire to suffer 

are a part of the western psyche because the Western Man reaches self-awareness and 

“tests himself only by risking his life- in suffering….”96 Analyzing Beauvoir’s characters 

through the approach provided here makes it even more clear that in love one person or 

the other will never have enough.  

To add to his torments, Henri spends most of his time determining the fate of his 

newspaper, L’Espoir. During the Occupation, his newspaper continued to circulate and it 

garnered a great following throughout Paris and other parts of the world. We are 

introduced to Henri and the newspaper at the end of the occupation and at the beginning 

of the newspaper’s problems. Henri is receiving pressure from the Communists and the 

Americans to either choose a program for the newspaper or to keep its neutrality. Henri 

and the other journalists at L’Espoir are clinging to any remaining idea of independence 

desperately but he is slowly realizing that it is easier said than done. Henri is also 

realizing that there lies an internal conflict in him when he realizes that he cannot write 
                                                        
94De Rougemont, D. (1956). Love in the Western World. New York: Harper Colophon 
Books. 
95 Ibid., 50. 
96 Ibid., 50. 
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something sincerely unless he studies it enough to understand it completely. On one 

occasion he thinks to himself, “I’d do a lot better to start studying Marx seriously.”97 On 

a second occasion in a conversation with Lambert regarding the guilt he feels for not 

having a complete grasp on the things he is reporting, Lambert states, “You’re not going 

to start studying statistics all day long I hope.” To which Henri responds, “That’s just 

what I ought to do.98” Both occasions prove to be examples of the seeking an absolute in 

knowledge and as Hegel found, the progress of knowledge never ends, and thus there is 

no true absolute in knowledge. He begins to reluctantly accept to align the paper with the 

S.R.L. movement after an encounter with Lachaume through which Henri realizes that 

the communist party will leave other factions and movements in peace so long as they 

operate silently and pose no real threat to the Party. When he finally meets with 

Tournelle, Henri is met only with another dismal reality. His conversation with Tournelle 

makes him realize that “he was living in the moribund capital of a very small country.”99 

Henri is so disillusioned at the idea that France is a “fifth-rate power” that could not help 

others or herself for that matter that her considers it absurd to even fight the idea of 

giving his paper to the S.R.L. It seems that Beauvoir was living in a sort of bubble in 

which France was still a relevant power on a global scale after the war and through 

Henri’s experience and reflections on their projects, one can see the general attitude 

among the intellectuals of her time.  

                                                        
97 De Beauvoir, S. (1954). The Mandarins. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 132. 
98 Ibid., 145. 
99 Ibid., 167.  



 

63 
 

Within the first pages Beauvoir introduces Nadine, a young girl who has lost the 

only man she may have loved because of he was a Jew in occupied France. After Diego’s 

death, Nadine spent her days either as a hermit or she seeking entertainment with men. 

She plays a lead role in this work in that she embodies the rebellious youth that Beauvoir 

often employs as a means of reflecting the views her older, more developed characters 

hold. After the Christmas party she manages to spend a night with Henri and their 

relationship begins to take form. Nadine is at the age of deciding what she wants in life 

and what she wants to do. While her father, Robert, has high expectations for the young 

girl, she is aggressively taking control of her freedom and is adamant about going to 

Portugal with Henri. Despite all preconceptions that Nadine might actually be interested 

in a more serious relationship with Henri, the young girl makes it clear that she has no 

problem using him as a means to an end in a discussion with her mother, Anne. Despite 

the often-stubborn ideas Nadine might have about love, relationships, the other, and 

herself as a free individual; her character is one whose maturity is more than apparent. By 

the close of the work she and Henri have married and have achieved a reasonably stable 

relationship. Paula, on the other hand, is quite different from Nadine. She and Henri have 

been together for ten years and despite having once been a singer, she now devotes her 

life to loving and pleasing Henri. In the fourth chapter she tells Anne that she is very 

lucky to hold her fate in her own hands. She genuinely believes that her fate is decided by 

her love for Henri because “a great love doesn’t leave a woman free for anything else.”100 

                                                        
100 Ibid., 192.  
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Despite any desire she may have to do anything else, Paula will deny herself that pleasure 

because the great love she wants requires her whole being. Throughout the novel, 

Beauvoir creates in Paula the image of the woman in despair. After reaching a breaking 

point, Paula is taken to a hospital where she is treated of her “mania” until she can resign 

herself to having lost Henri’s love.  

Beauvoir has already made clear her reliance on Hegel in her works of fiction but 

one could say that she is playing out the conversation between a Hegelian thinker and an 

existentialist in the conversation Henri and Lambert are having at the Scribe regarding 

politics and conscience. In Henri’s attempt to draw something out of Lambert in order to 

help him realize that politics is a way to change the things that cause unfairness and as a 

result of that unfairness, guilt in those who are better off we see Hegel’s ideas of the 

conscience and of the importance of the absolute. Lambert seems to take on the role of 

the disillusioned existentialist clinging to the last strand of hope to avoid living the life of 

the serious. He even goes so far as to implore that Henri ought to teach young people 

such as himself “how to live for the moment,” a suggestion Henri gently rejects. Lambert 

goes on to say “the trouble is that in politics you never come down from the high plateau 

of history to the problem of the lowly individual… You get lost in generalities and no one 

gives a damn about particular cases. Henri becomes the Hegelian advocate in his response 

that “each individual is affected by collective history. 101” As Henri develops, he reaches 

the peaks of what he believes to be happiness and the great depths of despair and misery. 

                                                        
101 Ibid., 149.  
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He struggles between his happiness and freedom and the idea of absolute truth for the 

sake of the collective.   

Anne would come to be a reflection of the disillusioned generation of Beauvoir’s 

time. She is depressed for a number of trivial reasons but at the core of her depression 

one finds that she has been given back the freedom the occupation took from her but it is 

being returned to her after she has changed. In other words, Anne would welcome the 

peace the end of the occupation brings if only it brought back the past as well. Instead, 

everything she once knew and the life she lived can no longer be hers for she is no longer 

that Anne. Early in the novel, she contemplates another theme in Beauvoir’s works in 

relation to the other. Anne is thinking about Robert, her husband’s, writing and comes to 

the realization that so his work will be fruitless attempts unless the men of the future pick 

his books up. Through this we can see Beauvoir’s idea the significance of a project does 

not matter as much if no one recognizes it. In other words, one’s project is in vain unless 

others adopt it; this dependence on the other then deepens even more. Veronica González 

very eloquently writes:  

Beauvoir describe el movimiento de la trascendencia, o de la libertad humana, 
como un perpetuo avance hacia otras libertades. La relación con el mundo es 
relación con libertades. O, si aceptamos seguir las enseñanzas de Arendt, es la 
condición plural de los hombres y su consecuencia, el actuar, que vuelve posible 
la política… de allí, entonces, que Beauvoir afirme que la situación son los otros: “El 
hombre no está jamás en situación, sino frente a otros hombres.” (1972, 46). En este 
sentido, Beauvoir atiende a la pluralidad de la condición humana, a la vez que a la 
situación singular que es precisamente habérselas con otras libertades, separadas, 
opuestas y plurales.102 

                                                        
102González, V. "“Mis lágrimas deciden”. Sobre alteridad/es en Simone de Beauvoir." Revista 
Nomadias, 2011: 47-63.Translates to say: “Beauvoir described the movement of transcendence, 
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This only reinforces Beauvoir’s ideas of the importance of the other to every project man 

undertakes. It is in this sense what González argues is that Beauvoir makes individuality 

as important as a collective reality to ensure the freedom of the self and the other. Robert 

is Beauvoir’s rendition of who Sartre was shortly after the occupation ended and despite 

his importance in Beauvoir’s life, The Mandarins only gives him a secondary role to 

play. When Robert is at an impasse between renouncing the Russians for the camps they 

are submitting workers to and protecting the party he so believes in Anne reminds him 

that he “always wanted to be both an intellectual and a revolutionary.103” To contrast 

him, she presents Lewis Brogan, an American writer with whom Anne has an affair. 

Brogan and Anne are supposed to bring to life the affair Beauvoir had with Nelson 

Algren, the American author of The Man With a Golden Arm. Lewis provides for Anne 

the breath of fresh air she sought and their affair provides her the happiness she needed so 

desperately. However, like Beauvoir’s relationship with Algren, this fictional affair does 

not endure because Lewis wants a traditional relationship with “a house of your own, a 

woman you love neither too much nor too little, children…”104 He serves as the hero in 

this book despite Anne’s resignation that their love will end and she will remain in her 

role in Paris.  
                                                                                                                                                                     
or of human freedom, as a perpetual progress towards other freedoms. The relationship with the 
world is freedom. Or, if we accept to follow the teachings of Arendt, the plural condition of men 
and their consequence, acting, which makes possible the policy… Man is not never in situation, 
rather he is in front other men." (1972, 46). In this sense, Beauvoir attends to the plurality of the 
human condition, as well as to the unique situation which is precisely dealing with other 
freedoms, separated, opposite and plurals.”  
103 Ibid., 357.  
104 Ibid., 477. 
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At the close of the novel, the two protagonists are tempted to escape- Anne 

through suicide and Henri by retiring to Italy with Nadine to lead the life of a self-exiled 

writer. But neither can carry out their escapes because responsibility is too essential a 

component of their personalities, and engagement is the only acceptable way of life to 

both. Moments before committing suicide, Anne realizes that she has no right to end her 

life because in doing so she would die alone while the others have to live her death. Upon 

resignation she thinks to herself that because her death is not really hers, she is 

“condemned to death, but also condemned to live.”105 Henri, on the other hand decides to 

stay after discussing the life he and Nadine would build in Italy. She makes him realize 

that he could not bear to leave France when what he was supposed to do was start over. 

He could not stand the notion that when they left he would think, “Everything is 

happening without [him].”106 Henri, too, decides that the project before them was more 

important than him and he had already given his commitment. Each remains to confront 

despair. Each refuses to give up.  

 

  

                                                        
105 Ibid., 610.  
106 Ibid., 605. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ALL MEN ARE MORTAL 

The ways that the phenomenological turn to the body becomes increasingly 

important in Beauvoir's work, and the ways that this turn heightens Beauvoir's sensitivity 

to the materialities of our situated freedom and to the power of the Other, may be traced 

in Beauvoir's attention to the question of human finitude. This question is raised early in 

her 1946 novel, All Men Are Mortal, the story of Fosca, a man who chooses to cheat 

death. His desire for immortality, however, is driven by his desire to realize the abstract 

ideal of humanism. Unlike the people he will come to meet, Fosca does not embrace 

immortality to escape the ambiguities of the flesh and embodiment. His decision is 

motivated by his desire to save the world. He believes that time is his enemy so long as 

his time is limited. He believes that with sufficient time he can take the humanist project, 

bring it to closure, and secure it from failure. As previously discussed, the concept of 

failure in Beauvoir’s novels is a concept not considered in the works of Hegel or Kant. 

One finds the probability of failure in nearly every other page as Fosca’s life continues 

from century to century. 

Beauvoir opens All Men are Mortal as Regina and her colleagues finish a play in 

Rouen. Regina, a beautiful woman, is plagued with envy towards Florence, another 

actress because she must share the audience’s applause with her. Florence, on the other 

hand, is not thinking about her at all and this a worse offense to Regina. Despite being 
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loved unconditionally by Roger, Regina is not content. She believes she deserves 

much more than an ordinary man’s love and will ultimately end their relationship. 

Through her insatiable desire to be unique, Regina’s vile thoughts make her character 

almost impossible to empathize with. Florence is having an affair with two men without 

either knowing of the other. In an effort to end Florence’s happiness, Regina tells Sanier 

that Florence is having an affair with Mauscot. Causing a disturbance in the happiness of 

others only gave her a short period of satisfaction before returning to her usual bitterness. 

During their stay at the hotel in Lyons, Regina notices a strange man who never leaves 

his chair on the lawn and who does not seem to sleep or eat. Curious to find out who he 

is, she agrees to go into his room with Annie. There she learns that his name is Fosca and 

that he had previously been interned in an asylum. This intrigues her and she makes up 

her mind to be acknowledged by him. Upon approaching Fosca, he begs her to leave him 

alone. In spite of his pleas, she presses him until he ‘awakens’ and resolves to take him to 

Paris with her to “cure him.” Fosca reluctantly agrees to go with her since he has woken 

up and time has started again. After spending some time with him, Regina resumes her 

daily life in Paris with the full intention of “dropping him.” Fosca does not take lightly to 

this and demands more of her time because he loves her. Regina does not understand 

Fosca’s continuous tirades of time and his frustration with her and demands to be told 

where his fits of passion stem from. Fosca tells Regina his secret as a way to explain his 

outlook on life and proves to her that he is immortal. After he has told her, Regina is 

filled with ideas of what they could accomplish together while this statement makes 



 

70 
 

Fosca nostalgic of the many times he has heard this before. Rather than feel fear, 

Regina’s reaction was of pleasure at the thought that she is the only woman alive who is 

loved by an immortal. She is content with being the only woman he saw amidst millions 

of others and welcomes the belief that even after her death she would remain in the world 

through Fosca’s eternal memory of her.  

As Fosca spends more time with Regina he also begins to become more aware of 

his surroundings. As if he really had been sleeping for decades, Fosca is now 

familiarizing himself with small pleasure like the simplicity of cleaning. He is also 

becoming aware of the existence of other people beyond Regina and finds himself in 

trouble with her when he spends an evening cooking with Annie instead of attending a 

rehearsal. Fosca has begun to live out his freedom and no longer lives his life through 

Regina. She, in response to this reality, becomes unrelenting in her efforts to restore the 

relationship to her fancy. Upon realizing that his presence was bringing her more harm 

than good and at Annie’s request, Fosca decides to leave Paris and Regina behind. She 

finds him at the hotel where they met and begs him to return with her. He refuses to 

return but agrees to tell her his story from the beginning in an effort to make her 

understand why his immortality is a curse and why nothing good can come of it. 

Fosca begins with his birth and his rise to power. His project begins in the city he 

was born and now rules, Carmona. He leads his men to victory against neighboring cities, 

he establishes commerce, and when the city is in danger of falling he picks her back up 

and helps rebuild. Fosca becomes aware of the finitude of his life as he has seen multiple 
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men rule Carmona for a short period and die of sickness or be killed. He sets forth a 

project tasked with finding a “cure.” This cure would allow him to live long enough to 

save his city from demise. Cornered by a neighboring enemy, Fosca sends the city’s 

children, women, and elderly to ensure the security of his soldiers. It is at this moment 

when his soldiers find Bartolomeo, an old beggar, who claims he has the cure Fosca is 

searching for. Bartolomeo brings Fosca a liquid-filled bottle and claims it is the “elixir of 

immortality.”107 While immortality was not the initial objective, Fosca believes it is the 

best thing he could have found to ensure the success of his project. Upon testing the 

legitimacy of the elixir on a mouse, he drinks it himself and after several days of being 

unconscious he awakens only to find that he will have to risk his life to determine if he is 

immortal after all. Carmona is still in danger of falling at the hands of Genoese and in an 

effort to take them by surprise Fosca leads his men to their city for a surprise 

counterattack. In order to get the men into the city, Fosca has to swim an unfathomable 

distance and it is here where he realizes that he is immortal. Fosca’s first son, Tancredo, 

believes it is his turn to rule and attempts to murder his father as soon as his mother, 

Catherina, is buried. Tancredo is killed in the exchange and Fosca realizes that without a 

wife or son his life can begin anew and that he will forever be alone.  

 Still in Carmona, Fosca meets Laura who will bear him a son, Antonio. Fosca 

meets Beatrice when she is a young girl and takes her to the castle, where she will grow 

up along with Antonio. Both children receive the best education, training, and anything 

                                                        
107 De Beauvoir, S. (1946). All Men Are Mortal. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
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they might desire. Fosca believes that he is doing everything right until Antonio nearly 

dies while trying to swim across a lake. Fosca is terrified of the day in which Antonio 

will no longer obey him. Beatrice, on the other hand, has never been an obedient girl and 

has grown to become a young lady who does not have desires but is also never content. 

She is in love with Antonio but he does not love her, all the while Fosca has fallen in love 

with Beatrice. When Antonio is twenty years old he asks his father to let him attend a 

meeting without Fosca to get a firsthand experience at what being ruler is. Fosca allows 

this and Antonio takes advantage of this opportunity to promise that Carmona will 

capture Rivella; by doing this he is proposing to rid Carmona of the static peace in which 

it has lived for two decades. In an argument between father and son, Fosca reveals that 

the glory of Carmona means very little next to the salvation of Italy. Antonio responds by 

calling him a foreigner who has no place to judge or rule if he feels that Carmona is just 

one city amongst many more. With this having been said, Fosca realizes that his son is 

right and gives him the power to rule Carmona as he wishes. Antonio’s first act as ruler is 

to wage war against Rivella and he successfully captures it but he is severely wounded 

during the assault. Fosca understands that he could give his son everything he might want 

to indulge in and after a life of happiness he has nothing for which to live. In the face of 

this insight, Antonio chose death instead of a life without drive or ambition. 

 After two centuries of ruling Carmona, Fosca decides that he can no longer save 

her. In the beginning he idealized a paradise in the city in which the people would die and 

new inhabitants would replace them but the city remain; now Fosca realizes that the 
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people do not want to be saved. Now feeling that Carmona and Italy are too small, Fosca 

decides to begin an even larger project that will save humanity. He has accepted that the 

only way to save mankind is to unite it under one empire, under one man. Fosca no 

longer cares who that one man is so long as it is achieved so he decides to aid Maximilian 

in Germany. In his efforts to secure an heir to the crown who will listen to his advice, 

Fosca spends nearly two decades in the city of Malines watching over Maximilian’s son 

Charles who would eventually rule the empire. It is with Charles that Fosca believes he 

can create a paradise on Earth but he is soon proven wrong as the empire begins to face 

challenges within the Germany and Spain and in the Americas. Charles is tormented by 

the reports of the treatment of the Indians overseas and states that he would like to rule 

“without causing anyone an injustice.”108 Fosca reacts sharply to this torment and says, 

“It is impossible to be just to everyone, to make everyone happy.”109 One begins to see 

the change in Fosca as he is resigning himself to failure. The empire begins to have a 

battle of control with the papacy, while at the same time Fosca and Charles are dealing 

with new Christian sects in Germany. The emperor agreed to hear Luther’s claims and 

Fosca winces at the sight of a man capable of maintaining that “his conscience was more 

important that the interests of the Empire, indeed, than the interests of the world.”110 The 

pair is convinced of the danger that sects pose to the survival of the empire but Fosca is 

also interested in understanding these men. Fosca comes to realize that men like Luther 

                                                        
108 Ibid., 159. 
109 Ibid., 159.  
110 Ibid., 163. 
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were capable of convincing the populace that each man was in control of his relations 

with God and of his actions.  Men like Luther were incredibly dangerous to his humanist 

project and the only way to succeed was to convince these men to surrender their 

impulses and follies.  

 After hearing Luther speak, Fosca learns that the people defended him because 

each man wanted to decide for himself his own fate. Fosca advises Charles to exile 

Luther and decides that he will fight for humanity against itself. After ten years of having 

banished Luther, the sects continued to flourish and Fosca decides that the only way to 

squash their influence would be to understand them. After attending a sermon, he 

questions an Anabaptist prophet and learns that he preaches destruction because there 

would be nothing for man to do on earth if all men were happy. In other words, in an 

effort to live, nothing else is left to man but destruction. Not long after this encounter, 

Fosca questions two Augustinian monks who have been imprisoned and will eventually 

be burned alive unless they sign certificates of retraction. Fosca pleas with them to realize 

that mankind must be united to overcome poverty, injustice, and war but the monks hold 

to the idea that, “there is only one good-to act according to the dictates of one’s 

conscience.”111 The monks chose to die the same way Antonio and Beatrice had chosen 

to die instead of living according to the dictates of another. Beauvoir is subtly hinting at 

the immense importance of the other as Fosca is unable to gain a substantial following. 

He returns to Charles’ side and remains with him for ten years but nothing changes in that 
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time. Fosca says, “only a fool could believe that the will of a single human being,”112 was 

enough to change the movement of the mechanism. The two decide that there is nothing 

left to try in the Empire and Fosca sets sail for the New World to determine whether or 

not Charles had accomplished anything there.  

 In Cuba, Chile, Mexico, and many other cities, Fosca learns that the only thing 

they have accomplished is the decimation of natives and incredible poverty for the locals. 

It is with this news that Fosca returns to Charles. Both men learn that to reign was to be 

responsible for the destruction of man. Fosca reluctantly resigns to the idea that while 

Carmona and the earth seemed to small for him, the universe he wished to rule did not 

exist and that men were forever divided. He tells Charles of his son’s decision to die and 

attempt to teach him that men do not want happiness or salvation, they want to live for 

the moments “when a fire burns in their hearts.” It is here that Fosca finally accepts the 

truth he refused to acknowledge; it is not what humanity receives “that has value in their 

eyes; it’s what they do.”113 Fosca understand that the paradise he wants to create for man 

and woman is his and her worst possible fate. Upon this realization, Fosca takes leave of 

Charles and begins a new journey without a destination or plan.  

He continues to tell Regina his story and while many centuries pass and he meets 

new people each relationship ends with man or woman feeling envy, pity, or hate for him. 

He never feels like he is a part of the species though he continues to help humanity. He 

continues to love and feel anguish but every chapter of his life ends the same way. Fosca 

                                                        
112 Ibid., 186.  
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becomes, “neither good nor bad, neither miserly nor generous.”114 He helps fund a 

university, he finds another love, has children, and watches it all crumble in the face of 

his immortality. He takes care of Armand to the best of his ability while keeping his 

immortality hidden from him and the two begin a new project. Fosca becomes involved 

in Frances revolution against Lafayette’s troops; he organizes meetings with Armand, and 

eventually helps his comrades escape imprisonment while remaining behind while they 

carry out their project. Fosca sees himself in Armand and remembers when he too 

thought that the cause he was fighting for and his destiny were one.  

Fosca learns, however, that contrary to his initial belief, time becomes his enemy 

when it stretches endlessly before him. It is not time that he needs to secure his vision, 

but the commitment of others. No amount of time can secure that. As immortal, Fosca 

confronts the inevitability of failure that haunts humanity. Unlike mortals, however, who, 

confronted with the constraints of time, take up their failures with passion, Fosca 

becomes immobilized. Indifference to life replaces the passion for life. In the end, he 

discovers the crucial truth of ethical action from his many-generations-removed 

grandson, Armand. Understanding that the future belongs to others who may or may not 

take up his projects, Armand commits himself to the concrete possibilities of the present. 

His passion is embodied in the appeal to others, not in an abstract goal that, however just 

it might seem, would deny future generations the right to determine their own destiny. 
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In All Men Are Mortal the givenness of finitude and death concerns our relationship to 

time. 

 Fosca ends his story with his departure from Armand’s project and leaves Regina 

to her mortal fate. She who had wanted nothing but to be famous and unique now has to 

come to grips with her fate. As Fosca left her, she felt him take her very being with him 

and she ceased to be a human being. She had become a “gnat, foam, [and an] ant, until 

death.”115 Through each person that Fosca encounters Beauvoir successfully puts to 

words the desperation that man feels at the thought of ones mortality in the face of 

another’s immortality. More importantly, though, she stresses the futility of immortality 

when the other refuses to sacrifice his or her freedom for a humanist project.

                                                        
115 Ibid., 345. 
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CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

This thesis is an analysis of Simone de Beauvoir’s works of fiction with The 

Ethics of Ambiguity serving as a template for understanding each novel. Focusing on her 

works of fiction and how she uses setting, characterization, symbolism, and plot to 

illustrate the concepts of her ethics provides for a more comprehensive understanding of 

the ideas at the heart of Beauvoir’s work. This thesis also accomplishes the separation of 

Beauvoir from Sartre despite the common focus of their existentialist approach to ethics. 

As previously stated, Beauvoir explores the responsibility of the artist in “Must we Burn 

Sade?” and under the impression that Cross was correct in calling literature art one agrees 

with Beauvoir’s suggestion. Through the artist, she explores the power of one to create a 

meaning for freedom and an ethics. To Beauvoir, artists and writers embody the ethical 

ideal in several respects. Their work expresses the subjective passion that grounds the 

ethical life. One can see this through her works of fiction. Artists describe the ways that 

the material and political intricacies of our situations can either alienate one from our 

freedom or lead us to it. By imagining the future as open and dependent, artists and 

writers challenge the perplexities that validate sacrificing the present for the future. In the 
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end we find that Sade failed to reveal the world to us as an author.116 This failure does 

not

                                                        
116 De Beauvoir, S. (2012). Must We Burn Sade? In S. De Beauvoir, & M. A. Simons 
(Ed.), Political Writings: Beauvoir Series (pp. 37-102). University of Illinois Press. 
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discredit Beauvoir’s ideas because she has allowed for the probability of failure in her 

own ethics.  

By bringing to the text an in depth approach through philosophy and literary 

theory, one realizes that Beauvoir writes as a formidably unseen theorist.117 While there 

has been extensive scholarship on Beauvoir as a feminist with a far-reaching emphasis on 

her Second Sex, there is not as much work on her philosophical contributions. The articles 

explored here focus on her Ethics of Ambiguity but only one examines her Ethics of 

Ambiguity the same way proposed here, through her novels. In an effort to attain a deeper 

understanding of her ethics through her literary pieces and especially to grasp the shift in 

her thought as one moves from novel to novel, new ideas came to light.  

Often overlooked or deliberately avoided by many scholars is the concept of love. 

Love however, is seldom forgotten in works of fiction. Beauvoir’s novels do not shy 

away from the concept of love in the form of a mutual or unrequited sentiment. Along 

with her inclusion of the possibility of failure in ethics, Beauvoir manages to also include 

the inevitability of failure in love. By adding Denis de Rougemont’s scholarship on the 

concept of love to this analysis, one is able to grasp the ideas each failed affair brings to 

fruition in Beauvoir’s work. In each of the novels explored here, Beauvoir presents a 

great love between a couple, an unrequited love, and a passionate affair. In the western 

world the word ‘love’ has become a trivialized word thrown at anything one might have a 

partiality for. Perhaps this is the reason why the phrase “I love you” is hardly uttered in 

                                                        
117 An “unseen theorist” in a casual reading of her works of fiction.  
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her novels. Each relationship in her works of fiction is met with the same ending: one 

person or the other is discontent thus reinforcing the idea of love’s inevitable breakdown. 

The legitimacy of violence is explored in each novel discussed here. Beauvoir 

moves away from senseless murder in She Came to Stay to murder for the sake of a 

worthy cause in The Blood of Others. In The Mandarins Beauvoir presents one with 

Vincent’s desire to rid France of collaborators at the end of the war. One is left to wonder 

whether Beauvoir is returning to the idea of absurd murder. Finally and even more 

violent is All Men are Mortal as Fosca’s story begins with the constant murder and 

overthrowing of rulers in Carmona. He eventually ceases to care for the value of human 

life and determines that all men, not including him, die at one point or another. It is upon 

this realization that he does not think twice about the ethics behind his willingness to 

cause the death of others. By the end of All Men are Mortal, Fosca no longer wishes evil 

upon people but he has become indifferent to whether a man lives or dies. The 

justification of violence, per Beauvoir’s ethics, is not always guaranteed. Each situation is 

different and whether violence is deemed permissible must be determined on a case-by-

case basis. With this in mind, it is important to remember that even if violence is 

justified, the actual outbreak of violence carries with it a level of defeat.  

Alexandre Kojève’s lectures in Paris in the 1930s served to demystify Hegel. One 

must note the importance of Kojève's Hegelianism for Beauvoir’s philosophical growth. 

Beauvoir’s account is a thoroughly Kojèveian philosophical anthropology, one which 

finds man's essence in his freedom as pure negative activity, existentially separating the 
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human for-itself from the natural world of reified Being. Beauvoir’s later attempts to 

reconcile historical materialism with existentialism owe more than a passing debt to 

Kojève's original formulation of an 'existential Marxist' position.  

Through this analysis one can deduce that her reading of Hegel was influenced by 

the interpretations of Kojève, she had substantial knowledge of the works of Husserl and 

Heidegger, and that Marx and Descartes were familiar figures in her philosophical 

vocabulary. Through close study of her novels, one is able to recognize that Simone de 

Beauvoir has broken through the belief that she is only a shadow of Sartre’s work. Her 

work has more than earned her the status of philosopher in her own right. While 

recognizing the importance of Beauvoir’s work in The Second Sex and the role she played 

in the feminist movement; her work as a philosopher should not be undermined. 
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